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Diminishing Expectations 

The Sims Online isn’t such a sure thing after all, and other cautionary tales from 
the world’s biggest game company’s adventures in the massively multiplayer 
gaming realm. By Brett Todd 


Waking the Witch 


BioWare gives Neverwinter Nights fans a freebie with its “official” mod, 
Witch's Wake. By Brett Todd 


Deja Adventure 
LucasArts returns to its roots to serve up a new portion of some of its earliest hits. 
By Cindy Yans 


Return of the King 


PopTop Software makes its bid for the Tycoon crown with Railroad Tycoon Ill. Plus, 
“Tycoon Game Tycoon,” a look at a few of the most clever—and a few of the most 
perplexing—twists on the “Tycoon” concept. By Benjamin E. Sones 


Train Wrecks! 
Team principals from three of history’s biggest game disasters brush off the dust 
and live to tell the tale. By Benjamin E. Sones 


Armageddon Airhead 
Command & Conquer Generals is the all singing, all dancing, all exploding real- 
time strategy game for the not-so-easily offended. By Steve Bauman 
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Race for the Prize 


There is no room for second place 


VINCE LOMBARDI ONCE said, “There is no room 
for second place.” The need to be first dominates all 
types of reporting, from the local news to your fluffy 
game magazine. And almost everyone grapples with 
what's lost when you push for speed over every- 
thing else. 

Since the type of reporting we do around here 
isn’t exactly critical to keeping a vital democracy, 
there are no watchdog groups designed to keep us 
in line when the pursuit of a story gets in the way of 
ethics or accuracy. This leaves the burden of moni- 
toring the game press on its own shoulders, which is 
problematic because it’s considered bad form to 
raise issues with the competition. 

Consider this an example of bad form. The March 
issue of PC Gamer features an “Exclusive” review of 
Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell, while the same month's 
issue of Computer Gaming World features a regular, 
non-exclusive review of the same game. All evi- 
dence points to both publications basing their 
reviews on an unfinished “Alpha” version of the 
game that was mostly complete but had a num- 
ber of game-crashing bugs (which is normal for 
software at that point in its development). The 
actual completed version of the game wasn't 
available for nearly three weeks after the reviews 
appeared on newsstands. 

We've never really felt the need to state any for- 
mal review policies since it’s always seemed obvious 
that a publication should only review final copies 
after playing through the entire game. As far back as 
its February issue, each issue of CGW/stated, “We 
review only finished games—no betas, no patches.’ 
PC Gamer has never publicly stated a policy on 
reviewing alphas or betas. In the case of Splinter 
Cell, they were able to “win” by publishing their 
“exclusive” and “less-exclusive” reviews one month 
before ours because they were apparently willing to 
review incomplete software. 

lt gets worse. There are stories of publications vis- 
iting companies for a single day to get “exclusive 
review’ cover stories, as if that’s enough time to 
explore all of a game's features, to play its single- 
player to completion, and to try its various multiplay- 
er modes not just over a LAN but also over the 
Internet. (If the game's not finished, this assumes 
that the team has implemented all of those features.) 

While the pressure of competition and the reality 
of lead times can cause magazines to cut corners, 
even the more timely websites can end up rushing 


hy steve hesuimscs 


reviews in pursuit of the one-day traffic boost you 
receive for posting the first review. A representative 
of Electronic Arts verified that no publications 
received advanced copies of Command & Conquer 
Generals, yet the website Gamespot put up its review 
the same day it appeared on store shelves. (The EA 
rep said they were surprised they got the review up 
so quickly, as an editor from the site had told them 
that they’d just purchased the game a day earlier.) 
Another website, /GN, posted a glowing review of 
Master of Orion /// a few days after receiving a “final” 
gold master version, which was weeks before it 
appeared on shelves. 

While rushing reviews is an entirely different 
problem, there really shouldn’t be an issue with 
reviewing incomplete versions of games, as long as 
the publication discloses that information to its 
readers. They need to be aware that the review can't 


“This leaves the burden of monitoring 
the game press on its own shoulders, which 


IS problematic.” 


discuss bugs or design issues that may change 
before the game is completed; you have to assume 
the publisher and developer is going to fix whatever 
problems exist. Frankly, no PC game company has 
earned that level of trust. 

For now, we're sticking to our policy of only 
reviewing final copies of games. And when others 
review incomplete games and don’t disclose that 
information to readers, we will continue to draw 
attention to the practice. For example, the April PC 
Gamer has a review of Rainbow Six 3 that preceeded 
the game’s appearance in stores by nearly three 
weeks (as with Splinter Cell, it would have appeared 
simultaneously with the game’s release if not for 
software delays). 

We are by no means infallible, and fully expect to 
be called out, criticized, or flambéed if and when we 
screw up. We're willing to accept that level of scruti- 
ny; even if you don’t consider issues like these ethical 
ones, a fear of public embarrassment is enough for a 
publication to take all of its policies seriously. 

Assuming readers even care about the issue. We 
think they do. 
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Good grief, it seems people liked to read about those that make everyone’s 
online gaming a wee-bit less fun. We received feedback about Robert Mayer’s 
“Good Grief!” feature from the griefers and the griefees. Not everyone 
believes it’s a serious problem but everyone agrees it will always be an 
issue. The usual “consoles versus PC” arguments continue, and no, it 
wasn’t Michael Jackson on the cover. Some of you people—yes, I’m look- 


ing at you, Ronald Woodson and Todd C. Miele—are just cruel. On with 


the letters—keep sending them to rebound@cgonline.com. 


Good Grief! 

| have to admit that | am one of those griefers that you mention in 
your article. Some of the tricks | have done to frustrate others 
include doing things like telling players that | am the system oper- 
ator and am going to shut the server down. (This works well when 
trying to get a friend on a server that is full.) 

Being a computer tech, | find myself testing the limits of the 
game and finding fatal holes or flaws in the game’s Al or design. 
In Jeam Fortress, ll start up a second computer and join the other 
team. While on that team, | setup my team members to get killed. 
Also, using a character on the same team, | block the doorways on 
the respawn area so that other players cannot leave the area. | 
also steal the enemy's flag and hide it on the level. In Counter- 
Strike, when friendly fire is on, | kill players on my team, or when 
protection against team killing is on, | stab players on my team to 
cut down on their health. In big games of Unrea/ Tournament, | kill 
players as they respawn, or use the teleporter to get a telefrag. 

| do not start out causing grief. | usually play like all the other 
players until | come to the point where | am either bored or some 
individuals are cheating. In one instance, | created enough grief to 
an individual player who was making racist statements that he 
ended up leaving the server. (In this situation, | joined that player's 
team and fired on the racist so much that the game became 
unplayable for him.) 

Griefers do add some value to a game. One of the tricks in Jeam 
Fortress was to lock everyone in the respawn room by becoming 
an Engineer and creating a turret at the entrance. When many too 
many players tried to do this, the creators issued a fix in their next 
release that prohibited the Engineer from doing this. Even though 
griefers frustrate all the players in a multiplayer game, can’t it also 
be said that a very experienced player who is much better than 
everyone else on this server does the same? 

But even though griefers piss off everyone in a game, when all 
is said and done, the following motto should be kept in mind: It is 
just a game. 

A Lifelong Griefer 


Sure, it is just a game. A game that is less entertaining for everyone 
who paid $50 for it, except, of course, the griefer. But you're essen- 
tially right. —ed 


You can talk about the social contract being broken, and the dis- 
honor in following the rules, but | think the bottom line is that 
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griefing 
starts 
with the 
impulse 
of the 
perverse. Griefers 
annoy other people because 
they aren't supposed to, and they know 
they can get away with it. That this gives them a 
means of asserting their authority in a world where they otherwise 
have none speaks to the fact that this is their only way of accom- 
plishing anything, because they just aren’t any good without 
cheating, or they aren't any good at working in a group. They're 
unable to help win a match legitimately, or unable to help raid or 
defend a Dark Age of Camelot keep. What they are able to do is 
mess with you, and there is no losing at that. 

Gregory Amato 


There are exceptions to the common “griefing is bad” attitude. 
“Enter Darktide,” a server on Asheron's Call, which is player-killing 
only. Not only is it PK only, but players can be killed at any time, 
regardless of situation or fairness. What does this mean to the 
average player? This leads to an attitude of “grief or get out.” 

The combination of vitae (temporary stat loss), loss of items on 
death, and player-versus-player combat that has almost nothing to 
do with who has the best items, but focuses on who is able to 
manipulate the game controls the best, leads to a player killing 
environment that is both fun, and immersive. Combat is not merely 
clicking an attack button and waiting for your character to attack, 
it is adjusting the speed/power ratio, attacking high/mid/low, or in 
the case of a mage, learning the timing of spell release perfectly, 
so you are able to trick the other person into catching a bolt. On 
Darktide, you can have battles of over 100 people, and get the 
kind of trash talk that will remind you of what server you are on. 

Griefing may not have its place in some of the newer games 
out there, and certainly the casual player does not usually have 
time for it, but there is a large community out there who scoffs 
at the person who whines about griefing. Griefing always has, 
and always will, find its comfy armchair and fireplace on the 
Darktide server. 
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griefing. Unless I'm losing, in which case you're all cheaters and 
griefers and should die a horrible and painful death. —ed 


The Joy of Villainy was mentioned in your article about grief play- 
ing in online gaming. | wanted to express my unhappiness on a 
couple of levels. First, he couldn't even get our URL correct saying 
that it's www.wtf.com when the site he was quoting was 
www.wtfman.com. 

Second, we're not a griefing guild, we’re quite the opposite. 
Granted, we’re player-killers, but to have good you need to have 
evil, and we play the evil. We’re an honor guild that is against 
exploiting and only plays within the rules of the game, which is 
quite different than playing by the limitations of the game, | 
assure you. 

Since we consider ourselves an Honor PK guild, being called 
griefers is not something we find flattering. Since your writer was 
quoting a sub-section of wtfman.com that hasn’t been updated 
since November 2000, to say that his information was out of date 
is an understatement. 


Richard Rowe, aka Nighthawk 


www.wtfman.com 


We regret the error on the URL, but decide for yourself whether Mr. 
Rowe's post in his own website sounds like “causing grief to other 
players” or not: “! killed people in Ultima Online, looted their houses 
and such, and had a great time doing it. As a matter of fact, there's 
no single person that looted more houses on Baja than | did... 
However, | never used one house break-in bug, never any kill 
bugs... even on Darktide which is filled with exploits, | held my 
ground and didn’t use any, except one which was widely used and 
sadly was Still a mistake.” —ed 


Dead Again 

| write this letter in regard to Tom Chick’s “Dead Again” column in 
the March issue. In it he writes on about how his friend “Trevor” 
thinks PC gaming is dead. The article, obviously a satire, is 
drenched with amateurish pop-references that reflect a completely 
warped opinion of console games (i.e. “... to pull off a half-booger 
nelson trip-grinding 360 nutsack twist”). 

Now, the problem lies in that one of these remarks is about the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. He writes, “Trevor wrote that the 
PC is just another system, like the Sega Dreamcast, and that it’s 
going to have to assimilate, like Puerto Rico, or in ten years no one 
will use it for anything but checking email and playing those Flash 
games where Michael Jackson drops babies.” 

I'm sure many of you may find this somewhat funny, even though 
you have no clue about our political status or even where Puerto 
Rico actually is. To put it in simple terms, what you are essentially 
saying is that we should quit our culture, drop the Spanish, stop 
being Puerto Ricans, and turn into John Doe or else the USA will 
have no real use for us. Pretty offensive, don’t you think? 

Now my question is this: Are you willing to offend and alienate 
74 million possible subscribers? What if your next article offends 
blacks or Jews? I’m sure Mr. Chick thought it clever to include that 
comment. | found it to be profoundly ignorant. | will never pick 
another issue of your magazine again, nor will any of my gamer 
friends, be sure of that. 


Miguel A. Pimentel! 
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Tom Chick has bask 1 writing about ihn oa of 
poor ani arty eee immature Cahnscee and 


nothing about Animal dneine: SSX : “Metroi | Pri 
the Tony Hawk games. He offered no evidence of the PC 
asa superior gaming platform, but he did use a charac- 
ter by the name of “Trevor” a as oe that console fans _ 
are stupid. | 
‘Itis closed-minded columnists like Mr. Chick that 
2 keep gaming in a cheap cola-war mentality by refusi 
_ to accept the fact that some games on consoles are _ 
_ ter than some games on PCs. By continually dividing the _ 
gamer market into those who play PCs and those who 
play consoles, he keeps many gamers, from einer e 
ing excellentgames. = , 
Blasting console games, when you obviously « don’ t 
even play them, is as ignorant as blasting the Game ut 
just because you own an Xbox. If you are a gamer, the 
you are a gamer. | have games on my cell — ny 
Palm, and even my Aiwa stereo can play slots. 
The column gets my “one finger |. 
salute.” Tom Chick can ees home oo 
and play with himself. - 


- Dude b 


That’s just mean. But funny. 


ro 


Satire is a cruel mistress. That line wasn’t intended as a serious 
comment about Puerto Rico or its status, hence the satirical context. 
For the record, Tom Chick thinks Puerto Rico should retain its cul- 
tural identity, he supports whatever position you support, and Trevor 
is now enrolled in a cultural sensitivity course. —ed 


Bien hecho, y que coja el PC gaming magazine ese y se lo estruje 
en el pecho por redneck. 


PEX 


No one here speaks Spanish, but Google’s language translation fea- 
ture says that this person is going to squeeze Tom Chick’s chest with 
a redneck, or something like that. For the record, Tom Chick is an 
Arkansas-bred, Harvard-educated redneck; thanks for noticing. —ed 


| hear people talking about the end of computer gaming, due to 
the rise of the consoles. Couldn't we all just get along? 


INDESTRUCTIBLE 
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CONTENT HATED BY 


It is rather obvious that console are simply better equipped than 
computers for sports games. So let them have the sports genre. 

Nobody can argue the fact that role-playing games are better 
on the PC. 

First-person and third-person action and adventure games can 
go either way. 

Simulations go to the PC. 

Have you ever heard of a (good) real-time strategy game on a 
console? 

Racing Is a tie. 

Let the console have fighting games. 

Online gaming is easily PC, for now. There is a chance in the 
future (five years, maybe?) that console online games will be as 
easily accessible as PC online games. 

There are more genres, but you get the idea. They are pretty 
much evenly split. So | don’t know what this crap is about the end 


of PC gaming. It will be around forever. 
Matt 


This sounds like a divorce proceeding. Can we trade sports games 
for simulations? No one plays those on PCs anymore, and we just 
won't tell those console guys that. —ed 


VES SERA WSS aa a SR = a a RI NN 


No Fun Allowed 
Andrew S. Bub, in his 
article, “No Fun 
Allowed” in the March 
2003, refers to Howie i 
Long as a former line- 
backer. If I’m not mis- 
taken, he played defen- 
sive end for the 
Oakland Raiders. 
Eugene L. 


Hayes 


See eer ih son MCS ie eli MSU nS 


= sg aaah 


You are correct. For our 
error, we've forced our- 
selves to watch most of 
Firestorm and Long’s 
Radio Shack commer- 
Cials for an entire 
month. —ed 


PORSGUP A, Bey es 
*.tie) oe 


What We Don’t Like 
| just wanted to thank you guys for doing market research for our 
company. Steve Bauman’s “Upfront” piece, “What We Don’t Like,” 
in the March issue saved us a fortune in consulting fees. While | 
understand that it is only the opinion of one small group of game 
Critics, it’s still worth more than gold coming from people who 
essentially get paid to be a customer. 

Keep it coming guys, you rock! 

Name Withheld 


God help us if anyone actually listens to my advice. —ed 


| agree with 50% of March's Upfront column. 
Thresherdown 
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*, recently installed a Radeon 9000 Pro in my computer. 

¢ Now, Half-Life has three choices for video mode: Software, 
OpenGL, and Direct something. I’m not sure, since it’s at home 
and I’m at work. Which of the three options would be the best 
choice? 

Jim A. 


CIP Just pick OpenGL. The Direct3D option should work just as 
> © well, and look about the same, but Half-Life is still an 
OpenGL game at heart. It won't look any better or run any faster 
than it does in the OpenGL mode. 


| have a Gateway Performance 800 (Pentium 800, don’t 
o laugh). I'm thinking of upgrading the motherboard, power 
supply, and graphics card. As far as motherboards go, | haven't a 
clue. Can you recommend one with room to grow that can han- 
dle the latest from Intel that is compatible with my case and 


peripherals? 
Cisco 


_ Unfortunately, buying all that new stuff without buying a 
7 new processor isn’t going to help you that much. If that’s 
what youre intending, you have two real decisions to make if you 
want to stick with Intel processors: do you want to get a system 
with DDR or with Rambus RAM? The Rambus system would be a 
tiny bit faster but also more expensive. For that, | would go with 
something like a 850EMV2 board made by Intel. If you want to go 
with DDR, I'd get a D845GEBV2. 

There's more bad news. Intel doesn’t exactly have a great track 
record with sticking to processor interfaces for very long. Over the 
course of this year, you'll see the Pentium 4 chips migrate to faster 
front-side busses (800MHz) and new platforms that offer dual- 
channel DDR for more memory bandwidth. Buying one of the new 
CPUs they'll introduce late this year, code-named Prescott, will 
probably require one of these new motherboards. So buying an Intel 
board now will probably mean you can't get the coolest Intel chip 
next year and pop it in there. 


Ms 


A few issues ago you printed a blurb about Trident 

e Microsystems coming out with a new graphics chip that 
would result in a video card available for retail at a mere $99. 
What ever happened to this XP4 chip? How come it hasn’t turned 
up on the shelves or in retail products yet? This would be an 
attainable solution to most of the gamers out there who can't 
afford to shell out $499 for the top end graphics card. 

Mark M. 


-- Inident’s XP4 did indeed ship, and is available in several 

’O~s cards, though almost entirely in the Asian market. You did- 
n't see it in our video card roundup a few months ago because, 
though we got one of the first cards, Trident never managed to fur- 
nish us with the necessary BIOS and driver to test it. You're not 
missing out on anything, as the XP4 is a dud. It’s actually very slow, 
the visual quality is poor, and the drivers aren't that great. I’m not 
sure what video card you're referring to that costs $500 (the most 
expensive are $400), but this certainly would not be an alternative, 
even if it were readily available. It offers literally a fraction of the 
speed and capabilities of those other cards. The sweet spot seems 
to be about $199-249, and given the importance of a good video 
card these days, it’s well worth paying that much. Sometimes you 
get what you pay for. 


| have a brand new system, including a 3GHz Pentium 4, 
¢ Radeon 9500 Pro, 512 MB of PC2100 DDR RAM 
(DDR333), and an Asus motherboard based on the Intel 7205 
chipset. | was thinking of upgrading the RAM to DDR4OO. Will | 
have higher FPS in games with the new RAM? 

Fernand P. 


The motherboard you're probably referring to is ASUS’ 

~~» P4G8X, which does indeed support dual-channel DDR400 
memory. Moving to this faster RAM, especially if you buy quality 
RAM that can run with low latency setting in the BIOS, will indeed 
improve your system performance. The change won't be night-and- 
day dramatic, though, and will only give you higher frame rates in 
games where the processor is the limiting factor. It’s more likely that 
your video card Is the limit. If you play a lot of games that really tax 
your CPU and don't tax your video card much, like flight sims, then 
go for it. If you’re more into video-heavy games like shooters and 
role-playing games, you're better off saving your money so you can 
buy one of the new awesome cards coming up this fall. 


| Know this is a long shot, but is it possible to have dual 

@ 

@ modems for your computer? If someone had two cable 
modems and a separate cable line for each, couldn't it be some- 
thing like dual processors? Assign certain tasks to each modem 
or something? If Windows wouldn't allow it, is it at least possible 
in the technical sense? 

Jake W. 


It is technically possible to have two such connections and 

use them both at the same time, but it’s a /ot of trouble. To 
do what you describe you would need to have to separate cable 
modems and pay for two separate accounts, for starters. Then do 
some tricky stuff with Windows to “bind” them together. After all 
that, the only real benefit would be increased bandwidth. Many 
cable modems have all the download bandwidth you'd ever want, so 
the only limit you're making a substantial improvement on is your 
upload speed. Your ping times wouldn't really change at all, or could 
actually become a little worse as the software reconciles the two 
connections. For all that nonsense, you'd be better off buying into a 
higher-end corporate DSL account with higher speed Iimits. 
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Strategy Plus, Inc. is looking to invest in 
online games, game publications and other 
game properties with profit potential. 


If you have such a company please send information 


regarding the company and your contact information to 


investments@cgonline.com 
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Diminishing Expectations 
The Sims Online isn't such a sure thing, and other cautionary tales 


from the the world’s biggest game company’s adventures in the 
massively multiplayer gaming realm sy srett Topp 


SIXTH PLACE. That’s the highest spot that 
The Sims Online reached on the PC games 
sales chart, and that was just for a single 
week at the beginning of January. Two 
weeks later, the game that Electronic Arts 
expected to be a cash cow had fallen out 
of the top ten, lagging behind such dubi- 
ous powerhouses as Backyard Hockey and 
the Marine Mania expansion for Zoo 
Tycoon. Sales were so underwhelming that 
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it didn’t crack the top ten in monthly sales 
during its first two months on the shelves. 
By the end of January, 85,000 people had 
registered the game, which, like most mas- 
sively multiplayer titles, requires a monthly 
fee to play. But this number was less than 
half what was expected for such a high- 
profile release. Its lack of success stands in 
stark contrast to the continued prosperity 
of the single-player Sims series, which 


continues to hold down three positions on 
the sales charts—including the top spot— 
week in and week out three years after the 
release of the original game. 

These shortcomings haven’t gone unno- 
ticed by the suits at EA. In a conference 
call with financial analysts at the end of 
January to comment on 2002 third-quarter 
financial statements, president and chief 
operating officer John Riccitiello admitted 


that his company had “probably made an 
error on expectations” for The Sims Online. 
A week later, the recommended retail price 
was dropped from $49 to $39. The pay-to- 
play fee remains unchanged from the 
game's launch, however, at a monthly 
charge of $9.99 with the first month free. 
Vice-president of corporate communica- 
tions Jeff Brown says that no further 
changes are planned to the pricing struc- 
ture, although more content is being added 
all the time in an effort to “goose traffic.” A 
month after releasing the financial results, 
Brown says that EA is “happy with the 
growth curve” of /he Sims Online and that 
he expects much better subscription num- 
bers to be posted in April. 

No matter how much better the compa- 
ny’s flagship massively multiplayer game 
fares, it probably won’t make much differ- 
ence for EA.com as a whole. With the 
exception of U/tima Online, which is still 
going strong six years after its release with 
over 200,000 subscribers, EA's online gam- 
ing arm has been hampered by one big- 
budget bomb after another. Majestic was a 
disaster, collapsing just months after its 
launch in 2001. Motor City Online, the mas- 
sively multiplayer extension of the long- 
running Need for Speed racing series, 
never found its audience, although Brown 
says that the game was always intended as 
a “niche product.” The subscription base 
never rose above 40,000 and has apparent- 
ly dropped considerably from that high- 
water mark in 2001 and will close down at 
the end of August. 

Last year’s Earth & Beyond, the highly 


touted “EverQuest in space” promoted by 
free beta discs as ubiquitous last summer 
as AOL's junk-mail starter kits, has per- 
formed below expectations as well. Brown 
won't provide current subscription stats on 
the game, saying that it’s still too early to 
comment on the figures. He is also less 
than reassuring when it comes to guaran- 
teeing the future of the game, admitting 
that, “every week we sit down to allocate 
resources and ask ourselves ‘Is this sus- 
tainable?’,” and musing on the possibility of 
taking, “everything we learned from these 
games and moving on to something else.” 
At the same time, Brown says that EA 
remains fully committed to developing 
massively multiplayer games and being the 
company that “busts out” of the “medieval 
fiction” focus currently limiting the genre. 
But aside from this bit of bad news, the 
financial picture for EA is rosy. According 
to a Reuters wire story, the publisher fin- 
ished the quarter with an estimated $1.2 
billion in cash reserves and announced 
profit of $250 million, or $1.69 per share. 
Profit is up 48 per cent from the previous 
year, when the company took in $132 mil- 
lion in the same quarter. EA also 
announced positive expectations for the 
fourth quarter, making it the only major 
publisher of entertainment software to do 
so amidst the weakening U.S. economy. 
This good news didn’t help employees at 
Westwood Studios in Las Vegas, though. 
At the same time as the third-quarter 
financial results were released, EA 
announced that it would close down the 
long-time affiliate responsible for Earth & 


EverGenerating Revenue— 
Sony Online Entertainment 
released EverQuest: The Legacy 
of Ykesha, an EverQuest expan- 
sion, principally as a pay-for- 
download. The Longest 
Journey Lengthens—Funcom 
announced they are creating a 
sequel to The Longest Journey, 
as well as a new, persistent- 
world, online game. Battlefield 
1942 Achieves Interactively— 
Battlefield 1942 cleaned up the 
PC segment of the Interactive 
Achievement awards, including 
Game of the Year, Computer 
Game of the Year and Online 


Game of the Year. PCs Get 
More Vice than Porn—Console 
hit Grand Theft Auto: Vice City 
will be released for PCs in mid- 
May. Reigniting Colonial 
Conflict—CDV is sponsoring a 
tournament for their game 
American Conquest pitting 
Americans and UK residents 
(www.war-of- 
independance.com), culminat- 
ing in a May resolution. Tilting 
at Empire Earth—Tilted Mill 
Entertainment, a studio founded 
by Chris Beatrice, announced 
that they have licensed the 
Empire Earth engine for their 


upcoming projects. Captain 
Scarlet Goes Digital—Batfish 
Studios is currently working on 
a game based on the Gerry 
Anderson TV series. The 2080 
Iluminati—Taldren is working 


spotlight 


Better Gaming through 
Chemistry 


MindFX is the “first company to offer a 
line of mental performance enhance- 
ment supplements to athletes, com- 
puter gamers, professional men and 
women and college students,” at least 
according to its website. While this 
ignores the existence of highly caf- 
feinated beverages like Balls Guarana 
that provide most of the same sup- 
posed benefits, at least the pills won’t 
rot your teeth. But they do dehydrate 
you, So it’s best to drink water, no 
soda, after taking the guarana-based 
“Maxx Impulse” tablets (which are 
basically legal speed). With Ephedra 
supplements getting a lot of negative 
publicity in sporting events, will we 
eventually see people being drug test- 
ed before QuakeCon or the CPL? 
[MindFX, www.mind-fx.com] 


Beyond. Operations will be consolidated in 

a central Los Angeles development studio 

this summer, but approximately 50 jobs will 
be terminated in the process. 


on a “dark future” tactical 
action game for fall release 
called Black 9. News courtesy 
of Frictionless Insight (www. fric- 
tionlessinsight.com) 


Grand Theft Auto: Vice City 
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Only the Strong Survive 


Sovereign and Wolfenstein: Enemy Territory get the axe 


EVEN LATE IN the month of February, 
Sony's website proclaimed that Sovereign, 
its “groundbreaking” massively multiplayer 
real-time strategy game, was “entering the 
market with a new take on the RTS genre, 
offering a persistent game play experience 
and a vast galaxy of planets to explore, 
Sovereign allows players to team up to fight 
off alien threats or go head to head in a 


a 


Sony simply seemed to sweep the title 
under the carpet. 

Interestingly, the game’s roots stretch 
back to the early days of EverQuest, when 
then Verant executive John Smedley used 
to wax eloquent about a game idea he 
had that eventually morphed into 
Sovereign, a game where diplomacy, com- 
bat, and geographic conquest unfolded in 
a persistent multiplayer 
setting. It wasn’t quite 


and class-based multiplayer mod that has 
a lot of interesting potential, certainly, but 
which is going to leave fans of 
Wolfenstein’s solo play out in the cold. 

It's pretty certain that both Sony and 
Activision would have persevered had 
either company had the slightest hope for 
a successful product launch. Smart compa- 
nies know that it’s better to shoot the 
wounded in the back before they get shot 
in the foot. —Cindy Yans 


feasible, though, in 
1997; and apparently 
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The sagging single-player component of Activision’s latest 
Wolfenstein expansion seems to be the culprit that prevented the 


product’s full retail release. 


contest of tactical skill” As it turns out, the 
reality is rather different. On February 12th 
of this year, buried in an article on CNN 
Money's website touting the PlayStation 
version of EverQuest, Sony revealed the end 
of the game's four and a half year odyssey. 
According to that story, Scott McDaniel, 
Sony Online Entertainment's VP for 
Marketing and Public Relations said that 
the game “never really had the magic.” That 
“magic” presumably was the ability to mesh 
some 500 simultaneous players in an online 
persistent world, pay to play real-time strat- 
egy game—a challenge in the best of cir- 
cumstances—and one that Sony was never 
able to meet. Trade show demonstrations 
throughout the game’s long development 
period left the public feeling less than con- 
fident in Sovereign's viability, and eventually 
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seven years did not 
increase its feasibility. 
Sony was not the only 
company faced with the 
need to pull the plug on 
a high-profile title this 
winter, however. One 
day prior to the CNN 
Money story, Activision 
sent out a press release 
detailing the demise of 
Wolfenstein: Enemy 
Territory as a retail prod- 
uct. In a joint decision 
by Activision and id 
Software, the companies 
decided to cancel the 
boxed version of the 
stand-alone expansion 
for the popular first-per- 
son shooter and release 
the multiplayer portion as a free download. 
“Despite a strong effort from talented 
developers,” the release noted, “the single 
player portion of the game did not 
progress as anticipated.” The expansion 
was something of a Frankenstein project, 
with no less than four companies working 
on it at any given time. In addition to 
Activision and id, Splash Damage was 
doing the multiplayer and Mad Doc 
Software was responsible for the single 
player component. It was this last piece, 
apparently, that never got up to speed. 
Activision refused to comment on the can- 
cellation beyond the press release, but the 
decision to continue work on the multiplay- 
er part of the game as a free download for 
some future time strongly implies where 
the problems lay. What's left is a free team 


spotlight 


Big Screen Dreams 

Debuting this past January in the 
Pacific Theaters in the Gaslamp 
District of San Diego, the ESPorts 
Arena converts a movie theater into a 
giant LAN center. They use the large 
movie screen to broadcast games, and 
the designs have monitors all over the 
place for observers as well as partici- 
pants. The company plans to expand 
to 400 locations in major theater 
chains throughout the United States 
over the next four years. “With over 
145 million existing computer game 
players in the United States and con- 
sumers spending more on gaming 
software than movie tickets, we felt 
there was a demand for a new type of 
venue where gamers could meet for 
competition,” says CEO John Varley, 
who has developed similar setups in 
Europe, Japan, and Latin America. 
[ESPorts Arena, 
www.esportsarena.com] 


Solve Your Own PC Problems! 


Learn to repair PCs and save money, or even 
make great money in a new career! 


We all know there’s nothing more frustrating than problems 
with your PC. Millions of people endure this frustration every day. 
That’s why troubleshooting PC problems is such an important skill 
these days. 

You could save hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars by doing 
your own repairs. Get your A+® Certification and you could even 
be on the road to a very profitable career as a PC Repair 
Technician. 

Learn the best...from the best. 


Education Direct is the world’s leader in at-home education. 
We've earned that distinction by consistently offering students the 
best programs with the most up-to-date training methods. 


Here’s a sample of what you'll learn in the PC Repair Program: 


e Installing and upgrading software 

e Managing and troubleshooting Microsoft Windows® 
Motherboard geography 

¢ Multimeter applications 

e Upgrading system memory 

e Removing, repairing, and replacing disk drives 

e Advanced networking topics 
e 
@ 


How to troubleshoot viruses 
And much more 


Education Direct is nationally accredited! 


You'll earn your degree or diploma from a school accredited by 
the Accrediting Commission of the Distance Education and Training 
Council (DETC). Education Direct is also accredited by the Middle 
States Commission on Secondary Schools for our high school and 
vocational-technical programs. 


Earn great money as a PC Repair Technician. 


Jobs for PC Repair Technicians are predicted to grow 14% by 
2010!* Businesses require skilled men and women to fix the 
everyday computer problems a business faces. That means as a 
PC Repair Technician you'll be in a high-demand, high-salary field. 

You can train at home, in your spare time, to learn the skills you 
need. In as little as nine months, you could have your Career 
Diploma in PC Repair, proof-positive that you know the ins and 
outs of fixing computers. You're that close to being able to solve 
your computer problems — and just as close to starting a new career! 


Send for FREE information in one of three easy ways: 
For Fastest Service, Call Toll Free: 


1-800-572-1607ext. 1561 


Call anytime, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
Visit: 


www.EduDirect-usa.com 
Online enter ID# PJKS43S 


Fill out and mail attached postage-paid card. 


* Growth figures represent a ten-year period ending 2010. Source: National Industry- 
Occupation Employment Matrix, a publication of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Advance Your Career with A+° Certification! 
Education Direct Has the Test Preparation 
Materials YOU Need! : 


Sponsor 


A+® Certification Program 
is an industry-wide, 
vendor-neutral program 


A+® Certification is fast becoming the standard by 


which PC Repair Technicians are measured. In fact, tila ae 

many computer manufacturers and servicing Computing Technology 

companies won't hire you without it! Education industry Association®. 
The Computing 


Direct provides a valuable At+® Certification Test 
Preparation Kit along with our complete PC Repair 
Program, as well as making it available as a 
separate program. We want to make sure you get 
the credentials that will get you the job! 


Technology Industry 
Association and A+ are 
registered trademarks. 
All rights reserved. 


roe = = = = —=— If card is missing, mail coupon to: === 
THOMSON Dept. PJKS43S 
i 925 Oak Street 


EDUCATION DIRECT Scranton, PA 18515-0700 


YES! Please send me FREE information on how I can learn to solve my own PC 
problems and even start an exciting new career as a PC Repair Technician! 


‘ 

l 

i 

i 

t 

j 

[] 27 PC REPAIR Computer Programming 

L] 01 Programming in BASIC i 

Other Computer Programs [] 37. Visual Basic® j 

LJ 38 PC Specialist L] 36 Visual C++" ' 

[] 403 Internet Multimedia & Design L] 82 Java" I 

[] 44 A+* Certification Test Prep.* L] 69 COBOL* { 

(| 53 Desktop Publishing & Design Career Diploma Programs ‘ 

L] 83 Web Page Designer L] 07 High School i 

[] 402 Web Programming [] 54 AutoCAD® i 

(] 404 E-Commerce Administration |} 79 Electronics Technician , 
ASB/AST Degree Programs L} 387 Telecommunications Technician 

L] 62 Mechanical Engineering Tech. (AST) | 

L] 65 Electrical Engineering Tech. (AST) "Certificate Programs I 

[J 64 Applied Computer Science (ASB) . 

| 

Name Age | 

Street Apt. # 

City/State Zip | 

Phone ( ) E-mail | 


eee AB a 
——— 


ee 


CHALLENGE EVERYTHING” 


~~ é 


C " 5 r} i. 1 my ks ANTI HC 
t- ‘ oe we }- 5 me FY i ne ii k \ 
t \ i AS : i A, 5 Aa a TA 


Me 


‘canal niente 


ORAL NO UOR aa da Nanesearaatnn eee 


RATING PENDING 


Visit www.esrb.org 


RP or call 1-800-771-3772 


for more info. 


CONTENT RATED BY 


ESRB 


d! 


C 


IVIDE 


Waking the Witch 


BioWare gives Neverwinter Nights fans a freebie 
with its “official” mod, Witch’s Wake 


NEVERWINTER NIGHTS |S almost as much 
about philosophy as it is about gaming. 
BioWare created the Ba/dur’s Gate follow- 
up to be more than just another elf-centric 
role-playing epic, providing users with the 
editors and online support needed to make 
all of their Dungeons & Dragons dreams 
come true. So far, that approach has been 
remarkably successful. Although gamers 
haven't been as enthralled with the single- 
player storyline as they were with its posi- 
tively Homeric predecessor, it seems like 
everyone has taken to the toolkit. There are 
over two-thousand user-designed modules 
online at present, allowing gamers to revisit 
Classic pen-and-paper campaigns in the 
Forgotten Realms or move their adventures 
into brand new worlds. 

But even the most thriving online com- 
munity could use a jumpstart every now 
and again. For precisely that reason, 
BioWare has started the development of 
Witch's Wake, a free module series set in a 
new fantasy realm that’s a little darker and 
a lot more enigmatic than the usual 
sword-and-sorcery setting. The first chap- 
ter in the open-ended story, Witch’s Wake 
/: The Fields of Battle, made its online 
debut on December 11 and was warmly 
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“The concept of unlimited downloadable 
gameplay is still a pretty foreign one to 
most role-playing gamers,” says Bartel, “so 
a free official module series is a great way 
to introduce our user base to the idea.” He 
says it’s also proven to be a great way to 
showcase some of the new features that 
the BioWare Live Team has been adding to 
the original game, such as the Guilds & 
Player Registry, some scripting functions 
that were vital to the camera work and skill 
usage in Jhe Fields of Battle, and to the 
rats and kobolds that we were able to add 
as all-new downloadable creature models. 
“Internally, we've also found that the low- 
risk environment provided by a free module 
series allows us to be more experimental 
and to develop the genre more aggressive- 
ly than is possible on a more traditional 
project,” he says. “A number of the features 
that I’ve introduced in the Witch’s Wake 
series are already finding their way into 
other projects we're working on here at 
BioWare. It’s been a wonderful test bed for 
future development.” 

One of the reasons The Fields of Battle 
has proven such a hit with fans of 
Neverwinter Nights is the use of some cool 
additional features. Although the module is 
built on the conventions introduced in the 
single-player campaign from the original 
game, and it unfortunately recycles that 
dreary “hero with amnesia” plotline fea- 
tured in what seems to be two out of every 
three role playing games to hit the market, 
many elements have been borrowed from 
the mod community. Bartel and his team 


received by the Neverwinter Nights com- 
munity. Author Rob Bartel, who is best 
known to BioWare fans for writing the 
Charwood plot in the original campaign, 
and the BioWare Live Team responsible for 
administering the official community web- 
site have been overwhelmed by its “wild 
success,” which was downloaded more 
than a quarter of a 
million times in its 
first month of avail- 
ability. Such immedi- 
ate acceptance 
came as something 
of a surprise. 


started by looking over hundreds of top 
fan-created applications and selecting 
components that could be adapted to the 
new setting. Joseph Hardesty and Richard 
Scheepstra’s outstanding DM's Helper util- 
ity, which provides Dungeon Masters with 
greater control over everything from keys 
to kobolds, has been integrated into the 
first module, as has Georg Zoeller’s helpful 
Inventory Spy applet that allows DMs to 
examine character inventories. 


Looting Corpses for Fun and Profit 
Other additions make an even greater 
impact on gameplay. The use of 


Dreamcatcher 1: Skyfall (Adam Miller) 
Multiple quests, NPC romances, and a unique 
plot for evil characters are the best character- 


istics of this module. 


Elegia Eternum (Stefan Gagne) 
Prolific designer Stefan Gagne's claim to fame is 
this plot-heavy module for high-level characters. 


Four Demons (Windhawk) 
The lengthy first module in a planned series 
where you battle an ancient evil in the 


Forgotten Realms. 


Keep on the Borderlands (ShadeRaven) 
An updated look at one of the first and best 
loved pen-and-paper D&D modules. 


Ten Must-Have 


Neverwinter Nights 


Modules 


Wondering where to start with user-designed 
modules for Neverwinter Nights? You can’t go 
wrong with the following recommendations, 
culled from the top-rated residents of the 
NWN Vault (nwvault.ign.com). 


Emmanuel Lusinchi’s Lootable Corpses 
mod has allowed Bartel’s team to set the 
decay rates of bodies and a “clean-up” 
schedule for the leftover loot, while the 
application of Pausanias’s Henchman 
Inventory and Battle Al has smartened up 
NPCs and allowed players to partially 
control the movements of familiars and 
other animal companions. Finally, the 
design team adapted parts of Archaegeo’s 
popular Hardcore Ruleset, an extensive 
collection of tweaks designed to make the 
Original game play more like tabletop 
D&D. Courting the support of individual 
users has paid dividends with series 
development as 
well. More than 


1,000 people have signed up with the 
Witch’s Wake Guild, a support website 
with message forums where gamers can 
go to form adventure parties or to post 
their feedback about the series. Bartel’s 
promised to act as an online Dungeon 
Master and incorporate suggestions from 
fans into the upcoming adventures. 

Of course, many features showcased in 
The Fields of Battle come from BioWare 
itself. Foremost among these additions is 
the setting, which was created from 
scratch by Bartel. He wanted to provide a 
game world mysterious to players, a place 
that couldn't be referenced with a quick 
glance through a D&D sourcebook, so he 
dropped the familiar Forgotten Realms for 


Lone Wolf Series (Altaris) 

Multiple chapters are planned in this story-driv- 
en series based on the Lone Wolf interactive 
“gamebooks’ written by Joe Dever in the 1980s. 


Penultima Campaign (Stefan Gagne) 
Gagne’s acclaimed series of six modules 
includes everything from basic dungeon 


crawls to battles with fearsome werehamsters. 


Pool of Radiance (Chris Fowler) 
Remakes the now-legendary late 1980s “Gold 


Box” game from SSI with 3! Edition D&D rules. 


Sex and the Single Adventuress (Lisa) 


A bawdy romp for those who like the chain- 
mail bikini covers of classic D&D modules. 


The Sunless Citadel (Jeff “Dueeliz’ Weaver) 
Another pen-and-paper module adaptation, 


best known for its enhanced NPC interaction 


and resting innovations. 


The Vethboro Dragon (Jason Robinson) 


A short, tightly scripted adventure perfect for 


an evening's entertainment. 
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a haunted land full of secrets, where the 
workings of magic are a little bit off. 
Gameplay mechanics have also been 
designed to provide players with a few sur- 
prises. Characters can now use skills dur- 
ing conversations. Rather than simply pick 
and choose from selections on a dialogue 
tree, you can employ special class abilities 
to push discussions in desired directions. 
For example, a Bard can use his 
Performance talent to pull off a lie, while a 
Barbarian can fly into a Rage to intimidate 
those nearby into doing his bidding, and a 
Cleric can manipulate people with Charm 
Person or Fear spells. Those who prefer 
getting into character to hacking and 
slashing will also be pleased with changes 
to the experience point system. In the 
Witch's Wake series, experience is awarded 
based on locations reached, not on the 
number of monsters slain. Points are hand- 
ed out for reaching the climactic boss bat- 
tle in a dungeon, not for killing the boss. 
This way, you aren’t penalized for talking 
your way out of a fight, sneaking past the 
big bad, or immobilizing it with a spell. You 
get to roleplay your character here in a 
way that was previously possible only with 
dice-and-Doritos D&D, although if Bartel 
had his way earlier, Neverwinter Nights 
players would have had these options in 
the original campaign. 

“Many of my favorite aspects are those 
that | had originally intended to include in 
the official Neverwinter Nights campaign, 
back when | was lead designer in the early 
days on the project,” says Bartel. “The 
whole skill check system that allows you to 
use a variety of skills, feats, spells, and 
class abilities to Intimidate, Bluff, Pacify, 
Provoke, and Obtain Favors was drawn 
almost verbatim from some of my early 
designs, as was the use of third-person 
narration in conversation. The goal-based 
experience point model was also an idea | 
had tossed around when we received our 
early copies of the 3 Edition Dungeon 
Master's Guide. Deus Ex was picking up a 
lot of ‘RPG of the Year’ awards around that 
time, and | really liked how the gameplay 
opened up as a result of experience not 
being tied to combat. This has been a very 
controversial component of Witch’s Wake 
and I’m looking into providing a limited 
form of combat experience in the second 
module, but I’m still very proud of how the 
module opened people's eyes to the con- 
cept of alternate approaches.” 
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Dead Again 

Speaking of alternate approaches, death 
has also been changed. Where players in 
the original Neverwinter Nights campaign 
bought the farm just like they always did in 
D&D games, slain characters in the Witch’s 
Wake series are transported to the Plane of 
Sorrows. This alteration provides some nifty 
new cinematics, but it is also more than 
cosmetic in that you become a permanent 
resident if you visit the misty place too 
often. And you might very well find yourself 
facing that possibility thanks to revised rest 
settings. Instead of regaining all of your hit 
points after an uninterrupted rest, you get 
back a random number based on a re-roll 
of your total hit dice divided by two. 
There’s no getting around this by resting 
multiple times in succession, either, as you 
can only get out the bedrolls and spell- 
books once every seven minutes. 

Expect more new features in future 
additions to the series. Witch’s Wake II: The 
Witch Hunters should be out by the time 
that you read this. The story will continue 
the adventure begun in the first module, 
with the protagonist slowly regaining his 
memory. Bartel isn’t giving much away with 


regards to the plot, although he will say 
that the tale will be “built around a flash- 
back” and that the whole saga will be “all 
about memories and how the past affects 
the present and the present overcomes the 
past.” Gameplay tweaks will include some 
significant enhancements to the conversa- 
tion skill-use mechanics, so that the game 
will be able to track successes and failures 
and provide the option to make extra 
attempts at higher difficulty levels. More 
user-designed content will also be utilized, 
including hakpaks and scripting systems, 
and a script has already been added to 
allow fallen Paladins the chance to redeem 
themselves...or descend deeper into evil. 

For more information on the Witch’s 
Wake project, check in with the regularly 
updated official website (nwn.bioware.com). 
Modules can be manually downloaded by 
visiting the “Download” area of this site, or 
automatically installed by simply clicking 
the Update button on your Neverwinter 
Nights intro menu and selecting the 
optional content after you obtain the latest 
patch. —Brett Jodd 
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OUT OF HELL: [above] Welcome to Hell; HEART OF EVIL: 
[right] Anyone else humming “Paint it Black” right about now. 


Its Clobberin’ Time! 

Attention, true believers! Fans of the ever-lovin’ blue- 
eyed Thing and his pals in the Fantastic Four now have a mod of 
their very own for Freedom Force! Fantastic Force is an eight- 
episode campaign for Irrational Games’ love letter to Silver Age 
Marvel Comics that features the authentic heroes from Stan Lee, 
Jack Kirby, and the rest of the gang at the ol’ bullpen! M25, 
Ancient Spirit, and the Four-Eyed Avenger have concocted a 
number of new scenarios only playable by the Fantastic Four’s 
Thing, Mr. Fantastic, Human Torch, and Invisible Girl! The famous 
foursome are accompanied by a crew of Irving Forbush-approved 
guest stars as well, including heroes like Cyclops, Quicksilver, and 
the Scarlet Witch, and villains such as Kang, the Super Skrull, and 
Magneto! All of the characters have been voiced by the mod’s 
creators, nicely recreating the cornball dialogue that Marvel per- 
fected in the swinging sixties without resorting to exclamation 
points at the end of each sentence! 


The Horror, the Horror... 

Mods for Ha/f-Life seem to be getting ever stranger to compensate 
for the fact that the game is now almost five years old. A case in 
point is Heart of Evil, a single-player total conversion that makes 
up for the out-of-date game engine with an outrageous storyline 
that gives us a Vietnam War being waged by zombies and giant 
gorillas. Nathan Ruck, Chris Kane, and Daniel Pickford have pro- 
vided a truly twisted experience that’s so outrageous it’s kind of 
brilliant. It helps if you like war movies and Z-grade horror schlock 
with a predilection for chainsaws, but anyone who likes their first- 
person shooting to contain a lot of innovative interactions (you 
start off by taking a shower and finding your uniform) and story- 
building sequences. 


To Hell and Back 

Horror is also the theme of Out of Hell, a single-player total con- 
version currently underway by one-man design team 
Chicken+Ribs Combo (say what you want, at least it's more orig- 
inal than the usual modder moniker, which involves pairing 


“Death” or “Black” with a disease or audible bodily function) for 
Unreal Tournament 2003. As your character dies at the beginning, 
the entire adventure takes place on the “other side,” a 10-level 
ethereal realm that features Wes Craven-approved staples like 
darkened cornfields, empty hospitals, chilly catacombs, and 
stinky sewers. New character and NPC models are being 
designed for the mod, along with spooky undead monsters like 
“mutilated dogs” and “fleshy zombies.” Nine melee weapons and 
three ranged weapons—including shotguns and chainsaws—will 
also be included. Chicken+Ribs Combo aims to create a survival 
horror environment where ammo is in short supply and you have 


to do most of your killing close enough to smell what your grisly 
foes had for breakfast. 


Double Your Body Count 

Mods somehow continue to come out for one of the most unmodi- 
fiable games of the past year. The MTA Team has taken advantage 
of multiplayer code left unused in the retail release of Grand Theft 
Auto /// for the PC and come up with G7A3: Multi-Theft Auto, a 
380KB file that permits two players to get in on the carjacking 
goodness. Although the mod is presently in the very early Alpha 
stages of development, it already works in a rudimentary fashion, 
and indicates good things in store for the future. —Brett Todd 


Fantastic Force www.anycities.com/jbodin/fanfor.htm! 


Heart of Evil www.planethalflife.com/heartofevil 
Out of Hell www.geocities.com/outofhellmod 


GTA3: Multi-Theft Auto www.fileplanet.com/files/120000/120253.shtm| 
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1e Gong Show: Combat sequences may look 
intricate, but the controls are quite simple. 


Déja 


LucasArts returns to its roots to 


serve up a new portion of some 


of its earliest hits 
BY CINDY YANS 


WALKING THROUGH the studios of 
LucasArts provides a real sense of déja vu. 
Sort of. If you don’t count the admittedly 
progressive Star Wars: Galaxies and Knights 
of the Old Republic, its hallways are fairly 
dripping with nostalgia. It turns out that 
three of its other premier titles are, surpris- 
ingly, adventure games—one marginally so, 
and two traditionally. 
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Aaventure 


Indy Whips it Out. Again 

When action-adventure hybrids became all 
the rage, LucasArts’ /ndiana Jones games 
moved away from its adventure game ori- 
gins and joined the Jomb Raider crowd. 
The latest Indy product, /ndiana Jones and 
the Emperor's Tomb is no exception. 
Initially, the company was looking for an 
even balance between action and puzzle 


elements, but changed its mind early in 
development. “We watched Indy movies for 
inspiration, and decided that we really 
wanted to go for the movie experience,” 
says Jim Tso, the game’s Producer. As a 
result, the game is all about action. There 
are of course some traps and puzzle ele- 
ments, but acrobatics and saloon-style 
combat are the stars of the game. Indy can 


use his whip to swing to and from ledges, 
disarm enemies, and tantalize the ladies. 
But he also has his share of firearms and 
pretty much anything else you can pick up. 
Knowing when to use what item is no 
problem since a helpful “action icon” 
appears in the corner of the screen to 
prompt you. The game is generally in third- 
person perspective, but it does contain 
some “mini-games” that put you into first- 
person as you ride a gondola, or rickshaw, 
or other trendy form of transportation. 

While developer The Collective came up 
with the original concept and story, 
LucasArts provided all the sound and music 
(this is the company’s first game to use a 
full live orchestra), as well as the voice cast- 
ing, directing, and a lot of script revision. 
The game is already out on the Xbox, which 
was its primary platform, but the gameplay 
will be the same on all platforms. 

“My main focus for the PC version is to 
make the mouse and keyboard scheme work 
well,” says Tso. “We designed the game for 
the Xbox controller, so definitely if you hook 
up a gamepad to the PC it'll be very easy to 
configure. But the mouse and keyboard, well, 
they're the real issues.” The developers are 
making an effort to keep everything as sim- 
ple as possible. “After all, it's a fighting game, 
and normally | don't think of playing a fight- 
ing game on a PC because you have all 
those really complicated combos.’ 


Not-So-Gentle-Ben is Back 
In 1995, when DOS was still king, 
LucasArts gave birth to the biker adven- 
ture, Full Throttle. While Tim Schafer 
designed the original, Sean Clark is 
heading up the sequel. Clark most 
recently collaborated with Mike 
Stemmle on Escape from 
Monkey Island. 
As the game is very 
early in development, 
it isn’t giving away 


~ specifics. Unlike 
the whimsical if not 
downright silly Monkey 
Island games, Full Throttle focused 
on delivering a cinematic storyline that had 
grit and guts to go with its tongue-in-cheek 
take on the Hell’s Angels phenomenon. The 
new title will take the same basic tack, and 
will once again star Ben, the burly biker 
from the first game. Biker gangs will return, 
as will the lovely Maureen, Ben's grease 


monkey of choice. Ben’s own gang, The 
Polecats, will come back in a big way, play- 
ing a much more significant role than in the 
first game. “We can put more characters on 
the screen now,’ says Clark. “There’s a few 
characters that come back and reprise their 
roles, and then there’s a bunch of new 
characters as well, and a New Bad Thing 
going on that Ben sort of accidentally gets 
wrapped up into and has to overcome.” Two 
of the new characters are hooligan thugs 
Gank and Kickdown. They're petty and 
dumb, and somehow they always seem to 
appear when you least expect them. 

As it turns out, the game is a very loose 
sequel to the first Fu// Throttle, but not so 
much of a sequel that people who haven't 
played the original will get lost. “New players 
will be able to jump right in,” says Clark, “but 
there are little pieces of crumbs left behind 
for people who have played the first one.” 

“One gameplay difference is that there’s 
more of an emphasis on action than the 
other game,” says Geist. “In the other 
game, you could do some bike riding but it 
was pretty much a graphic adventure.’ 
They chose to make it more action focused 
because they want you to feel from the 
get-go that you are Ben, not only in the 
plot line and the dialogue but also in the 
motorcycle riding and fighting. “The action 
is Supposed to be fun and entertaining, but 
not necessarily really difficult or heavily 
skill based, like 7ekken or anything like 
that.” Also, it’s not a driving sim, so when 
you first climb on that motorcycle, you're 
already pretty good at it. You don’t have to 
master an elaborate control scheme, but 
the bike itself will do some realistic things 
like skidding, and leaning during turns. 


They're basing most of the action ele- 
ments on confrontation with other charac- 
ters. Rival gangs, for instance, don’t neces- 
sarily feel very warm and fuzzy about Ben. 
So while you can generally walk up to any 
character and start a conversation, it might 
sometimes be more beneficial to walk up 
and punch his lights out instead. 

While the game takes most of its inspi- 
ration from the decidedly Mad Max-ian 
Original title, it will have a lot of elements 
of film noir. “The idea that popped into my 
head was, “Raymond Chandler? Ben? Very 
interesting...” As in a noir story, you don't 
find out what the main objective is right 
away. It will try to reel you in little by little 
with something that may seem to be a 
minor distraction actually foreshadowing a 
significant part of the drama. 

Clark is adamant that this is not a car- 
toon game, not wacky, not madcap, but 
thinks it will portray things that hit home. 
"They have to be kind of based on things 
we've experienced. And even though these 
guys are way beyond the kind of people 
we have experienced, somehow there's a 
kind of grand truth to them. 


“Ever Seen a Baboon’'s Butt? 
Gruesome!” 

Way atop many adventure 
gamers list of favorites is 
Sam & Max Hit the Road. 
The two leads are a dog 
(a six-foot-tall canine 
gumshoe) and a naked 
bunny (a three-foot- 
tall hyperkinetic rab- 
bity thing). All they 

ask out of life is a 


aoa 


ee 
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boat of a car, mounds of junk food, and the 
chance to indulge in mindless violence in 
the name of law enforcement. Their debut 
in a comic book series by Steve Purcell 
gained them some fan support, and they 
enjoyed cameo appearances in several of 
LucasArts’ previous releases, including the 
first two Monkey Island games and Day of 
the Tentacle before finally starring in their 
own graphic adventure in 1993. 
Resurrected once again, they will star in 
Sam & Max 2 (working title), which will 
release at some nebulous time in 2004. 

Director Mike Stemmle is one of 
LucasArts’ most veteran designers. He’s also 
delightfully wacko and bizarre, with a 
wickedly dry sense of humor, making him a 
perfect candidate to head up this title. He 
kind of mumbles out of the corner of his 
mouth in a very understated, low-key man- 
ner. “There is no game yet,” he says. “There’s 
just a lot of writing, and a lot of sketches, 
and a lot of phony screenshots. ..so you 
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LucasArts Secret Weapon 


After 12 years, it’s time to return to the Luftwaffe 
LARRY HOLLAND, president of Totally Games, is partnering 
with Peter Hirschmann, former Dreamworks writer and pro- 
ducer of the Medal of Honor series, to develop a new World 
War II aerial combat game that is loosely a sequel to 


Holland’s 1991 Secret Weapons of the Luftwaffe. “It’s definite- 
ly a game in the same WWII universe,” says Hirschmann. 


might as well just go away now.” 

He’s not kidding. After 7he Secret of 
Monkey Island, he was forced (Producer 
Dan Connors prefers the term “conscript- 
ed”) into coming up very quickly with a 
script for Jedi Outcast, his first Star Wars 
title ever. Then he sat on his...muse...for a 
while, trying to figure out how to “solve” the 
innate problems of traditional adventure 
games. ‘I’ve got a long leash,” he jokes. 
And then, he had a brainstorm. He placed 
his “uber concept” into a game world with 
Zak Mckracken until Lucas regained the 
rights to Sam & Max. When that happened, 
he was thrilled. “I was like, ‘Hey, that’s even 
more perfect for what | want to do here?” 

This will be the first totally 3D traditional 
adventure from LucasArts. Here are some 
of the locations, characters and situations 
you'll encounter: First, there’s the obvious 
office from which the duo conducts busi- 
ness. Private eye Flint Paper (“l pummeled 
them senseless on Friday and now I’m 


hucking them out like yesterday's chicken 
necks!”) is back in town, and will have a 
much more prominent role this time 
around. “We're thinking sort of a cross 
between Bogie and Bruce Campbell—yeah, 
Campbell. He’s always who you think of 
casting in adventures,” says Stemmle. 

You'll see the duo in a gymnasium for a 
high school dance at William Henry 
Harrison high school, where it just so hap- 
pens that none of the students actually stay 
for four years. Then there’s the Foobaya 
December Fest. Except it takes place in 
July. At this event, you'll meet one of the 
game's most notorious villains. She’s runner 
up for the winter in summer beauty pag- 
eant, and they’re currently trying to figure 
out what to name her. “Miss Frost...Snow 
Tzarina...” Stemmle thinks hard. “It’s a real 
hard one to get... all the names are taken. 
Frost will probably come into it, but I’m not 
sure how.’ Of all the villains, this character 
will probably be the one most steeped in 
comic-book-ness. And she has a “strange 
snow gimmick.’ Kinky. Perhaps her chatter- 
ing teeth prevented her from winning the 
contest, but at least she was voted in as an 
unlikely Miss Congeniality. 


“Fans of Larry’s original air combat trilogy will find a lot of 
fun references to those titles in the new game.” 

SWotL (along with Their Finest Hour and Battlehawks 1942) 
was maybe the last of the general-audience flight sims. It 
had great graphics for the time, superb atmosphere, and 
flight models that felt “real” to the non-expert yet were super 
easy to master. The new game will drop the complexity of 
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You'll meet El Gato Grande, an immense 
feline that has “issues” with babies. Perhaps 
he smothers them in their sleep. But what- 
ever those issues are, the Rubber Pants 


other sims and attempt to reprise that sort of seat-of-the- 
pants fun. “It's absolutely a return to the fun, accessible air 


combat experience of the original trilogy,” 


It will include some role-playing elements, 


in ranks and getting medals, and working 


with definite rewards and incentives for performing above 
and beyond the call of duty. “Larry and his team are famous 
for the amount of depth they put into each mission they 
design,’ says Hirschmann. “So there’s a lot to find if people 


want to go looking for it.’ 

The main campaign is linear, but the 
ways to accomplish mission goals will be 
very open-ended. Most of the missions 
are a healthy mix of both air-to-air and 
air-to-ground combat, and the environ- 
ments are designed to be quite “target 
rich” so you'll often have to make deci- 
sions about what to go after first. 
Seasoned enough to know that multiplay- 
er is not just a feature you slap on, 
Holland and Hirschmann are focusing the 
game on the single-player experience. 
The Internet is still important to the game, 


Commandos are on 
the job. They're one 
of the few recurring 
groups of characters 
from Purcell’s 
comics. They are 
two heavily armed 
babies and a 
baboon who some- 
times show up to 
perform absurd 
deus ex machina 
rescues. ‘It’s the 
Rubber Pants commandos!” 

“Yip yip yip!” say the babes with arms. 

“HOOOoo,” says the Baboon. 

“They're my favorite,” says Max. 

There’s FOOBA? (really), a space station 
that is a piecemeal monstrosity assembled 
by a multinational coalition of third-rate 
countries and fourth-rate international 
conglomerates. Held together by spit, bal- 
ing wire, and dumb luck, it’s in a state of 
extreme distress when Sam and Max stum- 
ble upon it. Yes, it’s plagued by many prob- 
lems, not the least of which is that it serves 
as the game's storehouse of clichés mak- 
ing fun of European nations. 


says Hirschmann. 
such as advancing 
with a squadron, 


with the game. 
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» by LAWRENCE HOLLAND > 
: A WORLD WAR II aR ComBAT © 
SIMULATION THAT 2575 THE 
US. EIGHTH AR FORCE AGAINST © 

AERIAL WEAPONEY © 


Steve Purcell is very heavily involved in 
this project, and apparently Stemmle is as 
zany as Alan Greenspan compared to 
Purcell. “It's very interesting that I’m the 
one who's reining in the weirdness quo- 
tient on this project,” says Stemmle, 
because normally I’m the one who’s out 
there screaming ‘I wanna do a musical! 
Let’s go!’ But Steve...well, I’ve often said 
that Steve always knows exactly the wrong 
adjective to drop in the right place. We 
really, really have to reel him in. He’s been 
heavily involved in story discussions and 
definitely in the character concept art, and 
he'll be collaborating in editing script writ- 
ing, which is starting right....umm...today, 
actually. We're starting cutscene scripts.’ 
“You'd better be,” warns Connors. Maybe 
Stemmle’s leash isn’t as long as all that. 

At any rate, if you’re a Sam & Max lover, 
you'll probably find it an eternity before this 
game sees the light of day. Until then, you'll 
just have to close your eyes and imagine: 

Sam: “| think we learned a valuable les- 
son from all this.’ 

Max: “More twinklies!!! More twinklies!!” 


though, as it will have an architecture that’s open to user-cre- 
ated content via a full-featured Mission Builder that will ship 


Over the course of the game, you'll travel through the 
European Theater of Operations, the Pacific Theater, and 
even the good old China-Burma-India Theater, flying both 
Axis and Ally aircraft. “While people tend to be familiar with 
many of the Luftwaffe’s outlandish aircraft,” says 
Hirschmann, “| think casual observers of history will be sur- 


prised by the amount of advanced 
research the Allies did during the war.’ 
The game starts out at Dunkirk and 
comes full circle with the climatic 
Normandy Invasion on June 6, 1944. As for 
the scope of air formations in terms of how 
many units will appear onscreen at any 
one time, Hirschmann says, “You will see at 
least one heavy bomber formation before 
the game is over, but you spend most of 
your time with fighters and medium 
bombers. As to the number on screen at 
any given time, I'll answer that with one 
word: Midway.” —Cindy Yans 


Enter the Matrix 


DEVELOPER Shiny Entertainment PUBLISHER Infogrames 
RELEASE DATE May 15th, 2003 


ONE EVENING IN February, hundreds and 
hundreds of members of the media and 
various special interest groups gathered at 
Hollywood's Universal Studios for a 
glimpse of a not-yet-released trailer for the 
upcoming film 7he Matrix Reloaded. This 
particular evening’s events, however, 
belonged completely to the videogame 
Enter the Matrix that will release side-by- 
side with the movie. 

Consider this as something of a com- 
panion product to the film. Andy and Larry 
Wachowski, the brothers behind the whole 
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Matrix phenomenon, have created a unique 
bond between the two. The game and film 
plots will be somewhat interspersed. “[The 
Wachowski brothers] wanted to tell the 
story in multiple mediums,” said Enter the 
Matrix director Joel Silver. “They really felt 
that the movie just wasn’t big enough for 
the story. So the story starts in the movie... 
and it will continue into the video game.” 
He stresses that the game audience will 
not “miss out” on anything if they haven't 
seen the film, but that it will have a rather 
enhanced experience if they do. 


Shiny is really trying for fluid continuity in the 

martial arts sequences. [inset] Jada Pinkett 

. Smith says, “We worked very hard, and | think 
& we look goooood.” 


Developed by Shiny Entertainment, the 
game contains over an hour of video 
footage, with literally thousands of scenes 
of motion capture performed by cast mem- 
bers Jada Pinkett Smith and Anthony Wong. 
“| read the game script and it was all this 
action, flippin’ out the car windows, and | 
was like, how they gonna shoot all this?” 
says Smith. “They gotta shoot [sequels] 
two and three and this video game script.” 
It turned out that her observation was not 
frivolous. “They worked day in and day out,” 
says Lead Designer and Shiny President 
Dave Perry. “And then when we decided 
that we wanted the quality even higher, 
they had to redo all the scenes again in 
Australia just so we could get all of the 
facial muscles exactly the way we wanted 


ae 


EMPIRES: The Korean Exploding 


Battle Ox is only one of the splendidly evil devices that early civ- 


ilizations deployed upon one another. First he reams you, then he explodes. 


them. The detail level is insane.” 

Enter The Matrix offers two different 
story lines, with playable characters Ghost 
and Niobe (two of the film’s more inciden- 
tal roles). The stories do connect, but the 
gameplay diverges depending on whom 
you choose to play, which Shiny thinks will 
add to the replay value. A hands-on play 
session reveals that the game really is, at 
its heart, more of a console title—the 
PlayStation 2 version seems the most 
“organic’—but the PC controls were the 
least optimized, making it difficult to 
assess its actual potential. You will, how- 
ever, be able to execute a series of differ- 
ent punches and kicks against batches of 
enemies, as well as utilize a “focus” 
mechanic, which recreates the films’ bullet 
time effect. It slows time to allow you to do 
things like run on the walls, and perform 
alternate combos. The gameplay is most 
reminiscent of Max Payne, and in its driv- 
ing component (when you play as Niobe, 
you'll get to drive through a world filled 
with real traffic and pedestrians) it feels a 
bit like Grand Theft Auto //1. 

The combat engine more or less cap- 
tures the look and feel of the original film's 
fighting sequences, even if Shiny has a bit 
of work to do to clean up the controls. As 
the evening play-session continued, how- 
ever, the vodka-saturated attendees 
rocked to the sounds of Marilyn Manson, 
and no one even heard the clock strike 
twelve. Or one. Or...—Cindy Yans 


Empires: Dawn of 
the Modern World 


DEVELOPER Stainless Steel Studios 
PUBLISHER Activision RELEASE 
DATE Fourth Quarter 2003 


REAL-TIME STRATEGY game Empire Earth 
and its expansion were quite a coup for 
Stainless Steel Studios, but its next game 
takes a slightly different approach. Instead 
of beginning with sticks and stones and 
advancing to lasers and hovertanks, 
Empires: Dawn of the Modern World will 
feature a more compressed time frame— 
from the Medieval age through Dubya 
Dubya Two—with correspondingly more 
detail. So while you don’t get the Spear 
and Loincloth Age, you do get the bits 
most gamers probably want anyhow, the 
eras from crossbows to chlorine gas, and 
from horse cavalry to heavy tanks. 
Stainless Steel President Rick Goodman is 
adamant that Empires is not a sequel to 
Empire Earth, however. “It’s historical, and 
it's 3D, but that’s really the extent of the 
similarity.’ 

Lead designer Jon Alenson hopes the 
developers’ attention to detail, unit balanc- 
ing, and especially “the fun factor” will 
make the difference. “Although it’s true to 
history, it’s not necessarily for the hard- 
core historian,’ says Alenson. “We're pick- 
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PRINCE OF PERSIA: THE SANDS 
OF TIME : 
UbiSoft is teaming up with Jordan Mechner | 
again to bring back the sultan of jump. 
Developed by the studio responsible for 
Splinter Cell, a vizier tricks the Prince into 
releasing the Sands of Time from an hour- 
glass. You must recapture it with the help 

of a “beautiful, mysterious, and potentially 
untrustworthy ally.” Sounds like a soap 
opera... like sands through the hour- 

glass.... [UbiSoft] 


HOMEWORLD 2 

In this sequel to 1999’s popular title, you'll 
see a continuation of the struggle of the 
Hiigarans and their leader Karan S’jet. 
Combining elements of real-time strategy 
and space combat, the 3D game focuses 
on the journey of the Mothership and its 
crew, taking the Hiigarans into the oldest 
regions of the galaxy to learn the truth 
behind their exile. [Sierra] 


GROUND CONTROL 2: 

OPERATION EXODUS 

This sequel to the original tactical 3D real- 
time strategy game looks at the aftermath 
of the destruction and apparent dormancy 
of the colonies of the Crayven Corporation 
and the Order of the New Dawn. The origi- 
nal was an unheralded gem; the sequel 
features even more spectacular graphics. 
We'll see if the gameplay follows suit. 
[Massive Entertainment] 
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ing stuff that’s accurate, but also fun and 
interesting.” Most units have a special abil- 
ity or power specific to them. Civilization- 
specific abilities, like Bondsmen (citizens 
you kill reappear in your town centers), 
Deception (causes battlefield confusion), 
and Confucian Ideas (makes other civiliza- 
tion’s units easier to convert) add the tex- 
ture that makes each one unique. German 
mortar units, for instance, can lob poison 
gas, while the English get Battlefield 
Surgeons that can literally raise the dead— 
yours or your enemy's. 

The game’s 3D art is getting a lot of 
attention, especially since you'll be able to 
zoom in extremely close to see all the gory 
details of the havoc that exploding Fire 
Oxen and Boiling Oil Men can wreak. You 
can see footprints and tank tracks on the 
terrain as your armies pass over, and flot- 
sam and jetsam as your naval units 
explode. Some civilizations can even clear 
entire clumps of forest or replant them to 
form a new barrier. The maps cover a full 
spectrum of European and Asian terrains, 
with plenty of water. “We found that play- 
ers really like large island maps,” says 
Alenson, “so we are making sure there'll 
be a lot of those.” They also can’t go wrong 
with diseased-cow-tossing, and traps of 
exploding impaling spikes for an experi- 
ence that’s as much about spectacle as 
about strategy. —Cindy Yans 
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Neverwinter Nights: 


Shadows of 
Undrentide 


DEVELOPER Floodgate 
Entertainment PUBLISHER 


Infogrames RELEASE DATE Second 
Quarter 2003 


IF YOU MAKE a game with a toolset as 
comprehensive as Neverwinter Night's 
Aurora, you shoot yourself in the foot when 
it comes to expansion packs. Just visit sites 
like Neverwinter Vault to find thousands of 
new adventures, new locations, new crea- 
tures, and new styles of gameplay. Why 
would anyone plunk down $30 for an 
expansion pack when there’s so much free 
content online? 

Shadows of Undrentide has a couple of 
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NEVERWINTER NIGHTS: Meet the Formian ant 
men in the desert, then kill them; [right] _ | 


Undrentide lets you get down fow by unhitching 


the camera view. — 


answers to that question. The first is cre- 
ative director Paul Neurath. You may not 
know his name, but odds are you know his 
games; he’s the designer of Ultima 
Underworld | and //. Since those seminal 
titles, he worked at Looking Glass until it 
closed. Undrentide is being developed by 
his new company, Floodgate Entertainment. 
After years of management duties, Neurath 
says he enjoys being back at the creative 
level with Undrentide. “My role is mostly as 
a Catalyst,” he says. “Brainstorming, prod- 
ding the team if they hit a creative hurdle, 
critiquing game play, resolving design 
debates when needed, all the fun stuff. It is 
something that | found that | did not have 
enough time for at Looking Glass after we 
had grown to a 100 plus person studio with 
a half-dozen projects.” 

The second answer is the new cam- 
paign. Sure, you can download new mod- 
ules for Neverwinter Nights, some of which 
are long, ambitious, and well written. But 
Undrentide’s campaign is designed as a 
branching system that allows you to 
choose good and evil paths, with more 
meaningful henchman interaction. The sto- 
ryline is based on powerful magical cities 
that used to float in the air and have since 
come crashing down to earth. In the single 


player campaign, you'll explore one of 
these cities called Undrentide. 

Unlike what you can download online, 
this campaign has an entire company 
behind it. “Module builders and custom 
content authors are doing this work in their 
spare time, while we've got a team of 
developers working full time,” says 
Floodgate’s Rick Ernst, the lead designer. 
“This lets us be much more ambitious with 
our goals, which is best illustrated by a 
forty hour campaign. Also, we have a big 
crew of testers hammering away at the 
game to make sure it’s polished and bal- 
anced. We also have the ability to add 
things that the community just doesn’t 
have access to.” 

These “things that the community does- 
n't have access to” are the third answer. 
Undrentide will add new creatures and tile- 
sets, but you can get these sorts of things 
online by sorting through tangled “hak 
paks” and assorted .mod files. What you 
can't get online are new classes, skills, 
feats, and spells. From the 3rd Edition 
Dungeons & Dragons rules, Undrentide 


includes five prestige classes that your 
character can acquire once he’s met the 
requirements. Each will offer new skills and 
feats. They'll also be fully supported in the 
pre-existing content, whether it’s the origi- 
nal campaign or your favorite pre- 
Undrentide modules. 

The fourth answer to why you should 
plunk down $30 is the content itself. “Once 
the game Is out, the community will be able 
to incorporate all this new material, so their 
modules will become even more impres- 
sive,” says Ernst, who admits to being con- 
tinually amazed at what the fan base has 
accomplished. If you're interested in mak- 
ing your own modules, the expansion 
streamlines the process even more with 
additional shortcuts like the Plot Wizard, 
which takes you through a simple step-by- 
step process to set up complex quests and 
storylines. And if you're just interested in 
downloading modules, then this is one of 
the most compelling reasons to lay down 
your $30: without Undrentide, you're proba- 
bly going to be left out of the latest round 
of player-made content. —/om Chick 


oyberia II 


DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Microids 
RELEASE DATE October 2003 


MICROIDS’ WIDELY-ACCLAIMED adven- 
ture game Syberia was one of last year’s 
could-have-knocked-you-over-with-a-feath- 
er surprises. Probably the best thing about it 
was that creator Benoit Sokal wasn’t neces- 
sarily creating a game when he conceived it, 
he was creating a story. The trouble is that 
the story was too epic to fit into one retail 


box. So you can think of Syberia // as the 
second chapter of the saga. 

Once again you control Kate Walker in a 
tale that takes her, along with her old 
friends Hans and his sympathetic automa- 
ton, Oscar, through an eastern-European- 
esque game world. Now, Kate will be trav- 
eling with the whimsical toymaker Hans, as 
opposed to trying to find him. This time 
around she has fewer business ties, so the 
old “cell phone footage” will be greatly 
diminished. You begin where the original 
game left you, in Aralbad, and end up in— 
yes, you guessed it—Syberia. The game will 
have four separate regions several of 
which have been inspired by Europe's 
post-WWII atmosphere. From early concept 
art, it looks as though a “wintry mix” will be 
quite the norm. 

Of course, they’ve upped the ante on the 
graphical engine, which now provides for 
multiple light sources. This will provide the 
type of dynamic real-time effects that the 
original, although extremely good looking, 
just wasn't able to. Expect flickering shad- 
ows, animated snow and ice, and more 
Camera angles. 

One of the things that sets Syberia apart 
from most traditional adventure games is 
its astounding integration of puzzle and 
story. There was little if any “Try this with 
that...uh no, how about that with the other 
thing? Uh, no...” type of activity which has 
become the unfortunate staple of far too 
many games. You can expect the same 
here. Don't download that walkthrough 
before even starting. 

Microids has certainly done its part to 
liven up the adventure game market, so it’s 
still likely that, with this sequel, no one will 
be left out in the cold. —Cindy Yans 


SYBERIA II: Reminiscent of The Last Express, navigation will include train travel through Europe. 


SIMS SUPERSTAR 
In this latest Sims expansion, you can 
choose to be a Rock Star, Movie Star, or a 
Supermodel, grab yourself an agent, and 
jam, emote, or strut your way to Fame and 
Fortune. In Studio Town, you'll flaunt fabu- 
lous fashions, and be completely immersed 


in the land of groupies, paparazzi, and, of 
course, sushi. [Electronic Arts] 


ANARCHY ONLINE: SHADOWLANDS 
While The Notum Wars was a mere booster 
for the Norwegian online game, this is 
apparently a true expansion pack. Features 
include several new environments, notably 
the floating city of Jobe, an increased level 
cap, and the usual bevy of new monsters, 
professions, quests, and, of course, “stuff.” 
[Funcom] 


CHROME 

You are a highly trained mercenary during 
the 25th century. You find yourself in the 
middle of a conflict between two previous 
affiliations—the Expedition Corps and the 
SpecForce—as they struggle to control all 
of the valuable resources that make the 
most distant planetary system of the New 
Frontier, Valkyria, tick. [Strategy First] 
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Lock On: Modern Air Combat 


DEVELOPER Eagle Dynamics PUBLISHER Strategic Simulations, Inc. 
RELEASE DATE Summer 2003 


Memo to Strategic Simulations, Inc.: 
Flight simulations are dead. You obviously 
haven't heard, because Lock On: Modern 
Air Combat is a sure sign that you're not 
only continuing to produce sims, but even 
advancing them to take full advantage of 
215t_century PCs. Also, you're apparently 
under the mistaken impression that “survey 
sims’—simulations that let you fly a variety 
of aircraft—are supposed to have the same 
level of detail, accuracy, and flight modeling 
as single-aircraft simulations. If you continue 
to produce this game, you're going to upset 
the status quo and give fans of modern jet 
combat simulations hope that excitement 
may Still lie in their future. 

Lock On: Modern Air Combat is in devel- 
opment by Eagle Dynamics, the creators of 


sun peeking through the over- 
amazing level of immersion; 
virtual cockpits offer unprece-_ 


the Su-27 Flanker series. In many respects 
this is a sequel, and were it not for the 
sheer variety of flyable planes, it wouldn't 
be inappropriate to call it “Flanker 3.0.” 
While the interface and basic feel will be 
familiar to Flanker fans, everything from the 
graphics engine to the Al has seen signifi- 
cant rework, making this a sim that stands 
alone in its own right. 

The most welcome change is the addi- 
tion of flyable American jets to the mix—the 
F-15 Eagle fighter and the A-10 Warthog 
ground-attack jet. This not only allows a 
different combat experience, but also 
makes for much more interesting multi- 
player action, since you can finally take 
Western jets up against their Russian 
counterparts. To complement the A-10 on 


the Russian side, Lock On includes the Su- 
25 Frogfoot, a similarly heavily armed but 
slow attack jet. Rounding out the list of fly- 
able planes are the familiar Su-27 and Su- 
33 Flankers, as well as the MiG-29 
Fulcrum. 

The level of detail in each plane is 
unprecedented. At first glance you'd 
assume the instrument panels were high- 
res bitmaps, at least until you hit the view 
hat and see that they're actually stunningly 
rendered fully 3D virtual cockpits. And 
these aren't simplified renditions-systems, 
as the F-15’s APG-63 radar and the A-10’s 
Maverick TVM display will be rendered in 
full detail. (There’s an “easy” radar for 
those who just want to hop in and start 
shooting.) Tutorial missions and detailed 
PDF “Dash-1” systems manuals for each 
plane will help you earn your pilot’s wings. 

Flight modeling feels authentic, with sig- 
nificant handling differences between air- 
craft. Although | have only a few minutes 


Ground detail has been significantly enhanced 
for low-level combat. [right] The new Fast Battle 
Planner makes it easy to set up head-to-head 
flights. 


of stick time in a two-seat F-15D, the sin- 
gle seat F-15C’s handling matches my 
experiences, and the view from the virtual 
cockpit is dead-on accurate. (Alas, SSI 
would need to include a lead weight to 
drop on your chest during turns to truly 
recreate the F-15 experience.) Al pilots are 
much smarter here than in the Flanker 
games. They split as they enter the fight, 
use terrain masking to evade contact, and 
effectively deploy chaff and flares to spoof 
your missiles. 

Lock On’'s graphic engine is stunning. Sim 
pilots who dismiss “eye candy” will have to 
rethink their stance when they see this 
game. The terrain and atmosphere effects 
are amazingly immersive—morning fog, sun 
rays peeking through the clouds, and realis- 
tic haze truly make you feel you're flying the 
unfriendly skies. Aircraft look amazing, and 
small details like the F-15’s air intakes 
adjusting at high angles of attack can make 
you feel like your PC has somehow tuned in 
the Discovery Wings channel. 

Unfortunately, the dynamic campaign 
initially planned was lost when a key pro- 
grammer left the team. Instead, Lock On 
will ship with scripted campaign missions. 
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The addition of random elements—such as 
unit placement, time of day, and weapons 
loadout—will mean that the scripted mis- 
sions won't play the same way twice. The 
campaign will feature persistent damage— 
take out a factory on one mission and it 
will remain destroyed on the next. The loss 
of the dynamic campaign is disappointing, 
but not a game killer. There will be a 
sophisticated mission editor, and the 
Flanker community has been very prolific in 
its mission creation, so it wouldn't be a 
stretch to expect to see hundreds of quality 
downloadable missions. The sim will 
include both co-op and head-to-head mul- 
tiplayer missions—up to 32 players can par- 
ticipate in multiplayer action. 

The beta indicates that the sim Is on 
track for its planned summer release. The 
biggest tasks left for completion are the 
addition of special effects and the cam- 
paign. Fighter pilots and tank busters are 
likely to find this sim worth the wait. 
—Denny Atkin 


HULK 


Based on the upcoming Ang Lee movie, 
[lay as either Bruce Banner, using stealth 
and ingenuity, or as his alter ego, the big 
green guy, as you smash through walls, use 
semi-trucks as weapons, and throw ene- 
mies through walls. Your enemy is the 
Leader—a villain intent on using the Hulk’s 
gamma energy to unleash an army of 
gamma Creatures on the unsuspecting 
world. [Vivendi Universal] 
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PAINKILLER 
You come from a family of people who call 
themselves “Painkillers.” Your job is to...kill 
pain. You’ve made a deal with the devil— 
send enough condemned souls down to 
Hell, and you get really cool powers. 
Trouble is, it backfires, so instead you 
shoot everything that moves in order to 
survive the 20 levels over five chapters. 
[Dreamcatcher] 


X2 WOLVERINE’S REVENGE 


This shooter is actually a “clawer” in which 
you shred your enemies. Releasing on all 
platforms concurrently with the X2 feature 
film, the title features a Larry Hama-devel- 
oped storyline and uses the voices of Mark 
Hamill and Patrick Stewart. You and your 
friends, Beast and Colossus, kick the huge 
collective tail of Wendigo, Juggernaut, 
Omega Red, and Magneto. [Activision] 
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diversions from the norm. The 18 playable 
nations (an astounding number consider- 
ing what you usually get) are almost Civ- 
like in their weirdness, ranging from the 
trade-centric Nubians to the fast-breeding 
Bantu, with gun-toting Turks and hyperac- 
tive Mayans in between. You also get the 
usual British, Germans, French, Russians, 
Greeks, and Romans, along with a smatter- 
ing of others for a truly multicultural explo- 
sion of diversity. The tech tree moves 
through no fewer than nine ages, from the 
ancient world to “The Future,” where pre- 
sumably the Simpsons is still in first run. 
The game mechanics, while superficially 
familiar, are subtly different from other 
strategy games. Units can auto-scout, 
| : ; scouring the map efficiently without micro- 
—J% a.  oceae | management. National borders define and 
: ieient Age ; limit territorial dominion, and resource and 
population caps are fully integrated with a 


| Click to select this army. 

| Then click an adjacent 

| enemy territory to attack. 
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Rise of Nations 


DEVELOPER Big Huge Games 


PUBLISHER Microsoft 
RELEASE DATE Spring 2003 


SO, WHY DO so many real-time strategy 
games—no, why do so many games, period, 
venture forth in historical regalia? It’s sim- 
ple. History is interesting, it’s relevant, and 
perhaps, best of all, it’s free. Just slapping 
Aztecs, Napoleon, and Tiger Tanks on top 
of a weak game system doesn’t cut it, 
though. You have to have a real game 
under there...somewhere. Ensemble 
Studios succeeded in this regard with its 
Age of Empires series, Stainless Steel 
Studios also scored a solid hit with Empire 
Earth. Now comes Brian Reynolds and Big 
Huge Game's Rise of Nations. But is there 
room for yet another Civilization- meets- 
WarCraft experience? 

One look at Reynolds’ new game strong- 
ly whispers the answer: “Yes.” At first 
glance, you've seen it all before. There’s a 
collection of historical civilizations; a pro- 
gression of technological ages; a basic 
game system rooted firmly in standard 
real-time strategy mechanics; and exten- 
sive multiplayer and skirmish modes. But a 
closer look reveals some rather compelling 


50 COMPUTER GAMES | 05.2003 


Ro, we 
(# Ey tae ey EON Se \ pace poe ete meses 
Rare Resources Wonders 


[above] The strategic aspects of Conquer the World games 
add excitement to the single-player game; [below] Ordering 
airstrikes is easy: select the aircraft at their base, and click on 
a target; The planes automatically fly home when they’re 
done; The level of graphic detail is astounding throughout. 
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sophisticated gathering and upgrade sys- 
tem that hands-down tweaks the usual 
rote upgrading process. 

And then there’s the Conquer the World 
mode. Of all the features 
that Big Huge Games is 
cramming into Rise of 
Nations, this seems the most 
significant and entertaining. 
It goes like this: you pick a 
nation to begin your path of 
world conquest, then you 
can choose which neighbor- 
ing country you and your 
army will visit. This triggers a 
match against the defend- 
ers, who are either a devel- 
oped nation or a band of 
barbarians. These matches 
play out like skirmishes, 
where your overall strategic 
choices actually define the 
ultimate parameters. As you 
gain territories, you gain 
more armies, and then... 
there are [drumroll] Bonus 
Cards. These are special 
abilities that will help you to, 
like, Rule. The single-player 
experience is compelling, 
even in the early version we 
played. Contextual skirmish- 
es and the existence of an 
“overall goal” are amazing 
stimull. 

If you are a veteran of the 
Age games, you'll be able to 
jump right in, to some 


extent, but the general interface similarity 
between these games is deceptive. You'll 
notice at once that Rise of Nations has 
more sophisticated and simpler controls, 
although there is quite a bit more to keep 
track of. This will be a boon for solo play- 
ers, but for multiplayer folks, you know... 
those people who sti// play “Zerg rush”, you 
wonder whether it will just throw a stone 
in their serene pool of carnage. Given that 
the game offers you a “no rush” option as 
one of the many custom game types, it’s 
pretty clear that one goal of Big Huge 
Games is to finally give solo gamers a 
real-time strategy game that doesn’t feel 
like a real-time strategy game. In practice 
that may prove problematic, but it's an 
interesting idea. Also, even the most fum- 
ble-fingered of fanatics will still be able to 


deal with the controls. 

At first glance, the game doesn't really 
seem very different from its predecessors, 
but there are features, such as national 
border expansion, that separate it a bit 
from the norm. As your nation expands, its 
borders highlight (in vivid color) the extent 
of your progression. You can build and 
develop only within your sphere of influ- 
ence, and with the right technologies, ene- 
mies will take damage and your troops will 
benefit. This adds a lot of structure to the 
otherwise chaotic landscape of a real-time 
strategy map, but its effects are subtle. 
You won't notice them fully until you start 
butting up against rival civs, and you won't 
fully appreciate the borders until you get 
to higher tech levels. That's like a lot of 
things in Rise of Nations, though. It’s shap- 


Medieval: Total War-Viking Invasion 


DEVELOPER The Creative Assembly PUBLISHER Activision 
RELEASE DATE Spring 2003 


STARDATE 790 AD. It’s the northeast coast 
of Scotland. A crew of howling warriors 
leaps from its longboats to the ground, 
swords raised and spears ready. Yes, it’s 
the Vikings, bent on leaving no monk or 
nun unturned as they pillage and plunder, 
and it’s your job to deflect their wrath. 

Or not. You could just as well take their 
side and drag them to victory through the 
blood and the mire. Viking Invasion pushes 
the timeline back a few centuries before 
the original game’s eleventh century start, 
to a time when England was still a collec- 
tion of feuding provinces, and Hagar’s kin 
from Scandinavia were the biggest and 
baddest boys in the hood. Here you'll see a 
somewhat more primitive 
(read: bloody, pagan, and 
brutal) environment, with 
building options like 
Pagan Shrines instead of 
great cathedrals, and with 
gunpowder not even on 
the horizon. The eight new 
factions, which include the 
Mercians, Northumbrians, 
Irish, Welsh, Scots, Picts, 
Saxons, and of course the 
Vikings themselves, are all 
fighting for a relatively 
small chunk of Europe; 
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and the primitive naval power of the time is 
crucial to the Viking effort—it’s a long swim 
from Norway to Scotland. 

The feel is different from the standard 
Medieval mix, with new, appropriate barbar- 
ic units and technologies accompanying 
the new geography. Mead Halls and 
Sacrificial Shrines make an appearance, as 
do all sorts of Dark Age military units like 
Fyrdmen, Thralls, and Berserkers. Perhaps 
the most intriguing of them all are the 
mighty Jomsvikings, fabled warriors from a 
city where no women were allowed (no 
wonder they're 
SO ornery). 

If Vikings 
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ing up to be the sort of game during 
which you'll be saying “Hey, | didn’t realize 
you could do that” an awful lot. Since the 
Nations will rise in April, it might be a 
good excuse to hibernate during pollen 
season. —Cindy Yans 


aren't your thing, choose instead the 
Aragonese, the Sicilians, or the 
Hungarians, along with their new military 
units. There’s also a new pre-battle screen 
that makes organizing your forces and 
reinforcements much easier and gives you 
a better sense of scouting out the enemy. 
And the pyromanically inclined should 
enjoy the flaming arrows and boiling oil. 
Add in the usual assortment of expansion- 
pack tweaks and enhancements, and the 
total package looks pretty compelling for 
fans of this hybrid turn-based and real- 
time strategy series. With Jota/ War: Rome 
going 3D, this is probably the last hurrah 
for the 2D system that began with Shogun. 
Gotta love those Vikings—those hats make 
them look so...horny. -Cindy Yans 
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KES ITS BID FOR THE 
RAILROAD TYCOON 3 


By BENJAMIN E. SONES 


hil Steinmeyer wants to set the 


record straight. “Rollercoaster 


Tycoon gets the credit now for 
being the genesis of the modern era of 
‘Tycoon’ games,” he says. “But Railroad 
Tycoon IJ actually came out six 
months before it.” Sitting in his office 
at PopTop Software, the company that 
he founded, Steinmeyer tries his best 
to look offended over the success of a 
game that he obviously likes, then 
gives up and laughs. If he doesn’t seem 
intimidated by the competition, it’s 
because he probably isn’t. His sequel 
to the great-granddaddy of all Tycoon 
games was a solid success in its own 
right. “We haven’t sold as many copies 


as Rollercoaster Tycoon, but we’ve 


sold about a million and half copies, 


p44 Pah ad ae a heed 


and we're still selling pretty well today. 


So we have our pride—we want to 


reclaim our crown.” 
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THIS IS MORE than idle talk. Up and running on the monitor 
behind him is the current build of Railroad Tycoon 3, looking far 
more playable than any game that is nearly a year from release 
has any right to look. PopTop has been working on the core game 
for a year and a half now, and it had a programmer working on 
the new game engine a year and a half before that. It shows. 
Steinmeyer whips the camera from a satellite view of the entire 
country of Spain to a “standing on the platform” view of the train 
station outside of Madrid with a flick of the mouse wheel. Then he 
sends the camera zooming over the mountains, stopping to take 
in the scenery near Valladolid. Visible in the distance is another 
train station, a logging camp, and 19,237 trees. A readout in the 
upper right-hand corner of the screen, next to the frame rate 
counter (currently hovering around 50), updates the total in real 
time. The sky here is clouding over, and rain is starting to fall. “If 
we're lucky, we'll get some lightning,” says Steinmeyer. “You only 
get it when the storms get really bad, though. It’s a cool effect, but 
| can’t force it” 

Sure enough, thunder starts to rumble in the distance, but the 
sound is soon eclipsed by the roar of an American 4-4-0 steam 
locomotive with a three-car consist streaming into town from the 
north. It rolls through town and over a bridge where two lines of 
track cross paths. It slows down and stops to take on water at a 
service tower; after a few seconds the stream of water sluicing 
down from the tower stops and the train starts moving again, into 
a tunnel in the base of the mountains, heading south towards 
Madrid. A flock of geese flies by overhead. “The gameplay is a lot 
like Railroad Tycoon /I,” says Steinmeyer, “but we also made some 
major changes.’ No kidding. 


- senger travel for a a time.” ’ Note that all s 
aoe the train images below . are actual i fe 
a game models. 
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i When you are working on a sequel in a series that is 13-years old 


and beloved by millions of fans, picking things to change is a 
tricky proposition. Visuals are an easy mark, and the game’s new 
3D engine represents a dramatic departure both for the series and 
for Poplop. Steinmeyer believes that the new visuals are more 
than superficial frosting. “We realized after the fact that half the 
people that played Railroad Tycoon // were like, ‘Hey, what a deep 
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The game engine scales the level of detail for objects by swapping out models and for terrain 
_ through “tessellation,” removing polygons dynamically from low-relief portions of the landscape. | 


| [above right] Different styles of housing : 
| replace the generic clapboard houses to give 


| the various cultural regions in the game a 
| unique feel. 
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This is a series of screenshots 
[above] that illustrates the smooth 
zooming from orbit to close-up. 

| [right] The game engine cycles 

| through day and night and various 
weather patterns. 


mY 


strategy game,” he says. “The 
other half were like ‘Cool! Trains! 

The game has the undeniable 
feel of a model railroad, and it is tough to dismiss the appeal. Part 
of it comes from a pretty 3D engine with day and night cycles, 
pixel shaded water, and detailed articulated locomotives that look 
like they should be zipping around Styrofoam mountains on HO- 
gauge tracks. Another part of it comes from a fundamental shift in 
design philosophy, one that takes the emphasis off the interface 
screens and puts it into the game world. 

“In Railroad Tycoon // we had the station screen, which had all 
the different support buildings on that screen,” says Steinmeyer. 
“But they weren't visible in the game world, so you saw your sta- 
tion building in the game world, but nothing else.” For Railroad 
Tycoon 3, Steinmeyer has whittled the number of station enhance- 
ments down significantly—you will be able to build service towers 
and maintenance facilities, and four or five other minor buildings 
such as hotels. Instead of jumping to a secondary screen, all of 
these structures will be objects in the game world, and you can 
place them wherever you like. “You can put them near a station if 


yy 


you choose, but you don’t have to. If it makes more sense to put a 
maintenance facility in the middle of your track, then so be it.” 


I’ve Been Working Off the Railroad 

Station enhancements are not the only buildings that you will be 
placing in the game world. Steinmeyer has opted to answer a fre- 
quent request by fans of Railroad Tycoon // and allow players to 
purchase and place industry buildings. Natural resources will still 
occur naturally, of course. “You can’t place an oil well in the mid- 
dle of Illinois,” says Steinmeyer. “That would be pretty stupid.” You 
will be able to place industrial buildings such as steel plants and 
toy factories, however, in addition to purchasing any industries 
that pop up naturally on the map, as you could in the past. 

It is all about building on the game’s theme, Steinmeyer 
explains, that most of the railroad tycoons in the nineteenth centu- 
ry were not exclusively in railroads, as this was before the days of 
monopoly laws. “This was before the days of monopoly laws,” he 
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One of the most requested features from Railroad Tycoon I/ is available here: an “undo” button 
for laying track— with multiple levels of “undo.” 


says. “So they would own the coal mine, and they’d own the track 
hauling it to the steel mill, and they'd own the steel mill... they'd 
basically own the whole package.” 

You can also pay to upgrade any building in the game, and 
neutral buildings will upgrade on their own if their region is pros- 
perous. The idea is to give you the feeling that your business is 
having an impact on the area. If you bring commerce into a town, 
that town will thrive and grow in a literal sense. If you pick Joplin, 
Missouri as your Midwest hub, then that might grow, and instead 
of Chicago being the biggest city in the Midwest, Joplin might be. 
You will be able to see the impact of your actions first-hand as the 
industries in Joplin upgrade and grow larger, and new homes and 
industries start to appear. 


That is Sielimnevers new — sTithesonsiet ina rane risen the 
player in the game world. Separate interface screens for buying and 
routing trains, building stations, and managing your company are 
gone, replaced by panels in the interface bar at the bottom of the 
main screen. Aside from the setup menu, everything that you can 
do in the game happens here. In addition to keeping novice players 
from getting lost in the various submenus, he hopes that the 
streamlined interface will make multiplayer games easier. “In multi- 
player you don’t want to be jumping around to secondary screens a 
lot, and we wanted to push multiplayer a lot harder in this game.” 
They've drastically revised the train interface system. In Railroad 
Tycoon II, you had to pick the contents for each of your trains by 
hand. Trains would only haul what you told them to haul, and with 
20 or 30 trains on the map, it could be a lot to handle. “Most of the 
time, you won't want to be that nitpicky,” says Steinmeyer. “You'll 
build the rail line and tell it to haul the best available cargo. 
Whatever will pay you the most to ride on your rails, that’s what 
rides on your rails.” You can still micromanage specific cargoes 
whenever you want, though Steinmeyer suspects that most players 
will only want to do that when there is a specific reason to do so. “I 
think the time where you'll really want to micromanage it—where 
you'll want to tell a train to haul coal even if you'll make more 
money hauling cotton—is when you own the steel mill” In that 
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| [clockwise from top] You can lock the camera to specific trains, or set 
| Camera waypoints and revisit them later by pressing a hotkey; The 

| game is full of little Easter eggs such as flocks of geese and era-spe- 

| cific airplanes flying overhead. You can even fly the airplanes. Really; 

| Tunnels!; Water brought to you courtesy of pixel shaders; As in 

| Railroad Tycoon II, you can build stations in several different styles. 


case, while hauling cotton might bring a higher short-term gain, 
you know that you will make more money in the long-term by 


keeping your steel mill well supplied. With less time spent choosing 
obvious cargoes on less important lines, you will be able to spend 
more time managing the cargo that is critical to your company. 


Slick 3D mentee nid the most significant changes are under 
the hood. PopTop has redesigned the economic model that drives 
the game from the ground up, hoping to address some of the odd- 
ities that were an artifact of the abstract economy in Railroad 
Tycoon //. \In that game, certain regions would generate resources, 
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while other regions generated demand. You were paid for hauling 
those resources; the farther you hauled them, the more you were 
paid. Resources could only travel by rail, however, and that created 
numerous opportunities for taking advantage of the system. There 
might be coal resources 50 miles away from Pittsburgh, for 
instance, but you could make more money by hauling coal all the 
way from the Rocky Mountains simply because the distance was 
greater. The closer coal would never get to Pittsburgh unless 
either you or one of your competitors brought it there. “The game 
model was very simplistic,” says Steinmeyer. 

He loads a map of the US Northeast and turns on a bit of 
debug code that visually displays each unit of all the various 
resources as a tiny white square on the map. A steady stream of 


white squares slowly trickles out of every industry and resource 
building and heads in the direction of the nearest city or industry 
with the highest demand, even in the absence of rail lines. 

“It wasn't like the whole concept of cargo movement was 
invented by railroads,” Steinmeyer says. White squares represent- 


ing pulpwood flow out of a group of logging camps east of the 
Appalachians. One line moves east, towards New York City. 
Another heads west, over the mountains. The squares slow down 
considerably when they hit the Appalachians—travel through 
mountainous terrain is difficult, but the demand on the other side 
is high enough to attract the cargo anyway. Steinmeyer then drops 
a lumber mill on the east side of the Appalachians, and it siphons 
off part of the pulpwood flow like a magnet. “Cargo will always 
flow along the path of least resistance,” says Steinmeyer, explain- 
ing that resistance is a factor of the terrain and the level of 
demand. Overland travel is expensive, and the cargo will naturally 
move towards the markets where it can make the highest profit. 
Because rail travel is comparatively fast and cheap, rail lines typi- 
cally become the path of least resistance wherever they go. 

The trick is to build rail lines that maximize your margins. You 
could haul the pulpwood east to New York, but that city can also 
get pulpwood through coastal shipping. You will still make money, 
but not as much as you would make by hauling the cargo to mar- 
kets that have no alternate supply of pulpwood. “In this case, you 
don't even have to haul the pulpwood very far to make a lot of 
money,’ says Steinmeyer. “You just have to get it over the moun- 
tains. If you go back to the real-life railroads... cargo could get up 
and down the river networks easily, the coastal areas they could 
get up and down easily; what stumped them early on were the 
Appalachians. The very first American rail line was the B&O—the 
Baltimore and Ohio—and it was designed very specifically to get 


CS Tran 4 has arrived ar Gran 


1871 Lifetime 


62.660 $3,660 


Murcia 


Lorca 


The game’s music will be similar to that in Railroad Tycoon II, but more | 
| “roots-y.” Instead of 30s blues, think turn-of-the-century bluegrass; 
| The coverage radius of your stations no longer has any effect on cargo, | 
but it does have an effect on passenger traffic. 


lf there were a noun in the English language that has not graced 
the cover of a game box next to the word “Tycoon,” you would 
be hard-pressed to find it. Here are a few of the most clever— 
and a few of the most perplexing—twists on the concept. 


that started it all. This is a clas- 
sic game that has weathered 

the test of time, assuming that 
you don't mind staring at pixels the size of your thumb. 
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Transport Tycoon (1994) 

Designed by eventual RollerCoaster Tycoon creator Chris Sawyer, 
Transport Tycoon was another solid title that expanded the Tycoon 
concept, even if it lost a bit of the romantic “rail baron” flair in the 
process. 


Pizza Tycoon (1994) 
lf Transport Tycoon \ost a bit of the rail baron romance, Pizza 
Tycoon willingly sacrificed all of it on the Altar of Poorly Conceived 
Themes. It was the perfect game for people who dream of working 
in the fast food services industry. 

| Railroad Tycoon ITI (1998) 

| This game managed to capture every- 
| thing that was good about the origi- 
=" a pretty enough to make any model 

~masi. 4 failroad enthusiast green with envy. 
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RollerCoaster Tycoon (1999) 

It is little wonder that this game, which has sold roughly ten zillion 
copies since its release in 1999, has become the standard by which 
all Tycoon games are judged. This tour-de-force game of theme 
park design is almost as much fun to watch as it is to play, and has 
proved to have an enormously widespread and lasting appeal. 


Airport Tycoon (2000) 
This is about as exciting as it sounds, though it could have been 
worse. 


Zoo Tycoon (2001) 
Not one to avoid a gold mine, Microsoft whipped up this offering 
for the Tycoon-hungry masses in 2001. 


Car Tycoon (2001) 

The concept of playing a mogul in the American auto industry has 
loads of potential, and this game manages to capture almost none 
of it. 


Trailer Park Tycoon (2002) 

As a tongue-in-cheek poke at the Tycoon genre, /railer Park 
Tycoon succeeds admirably. As a game, Sid Meier would be rolling 
in his grave. lf he were dead. 
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For a little extra money, you can build an overpass to cross one section 
| of track over another. 


from Baltimore to the Ohio River. Once you could do that, the 
waterways could get the cargo all sorts of places and you could 
make lots of money.’ 

That means that you will have to do the things that worked in 
real life—hauling produce and cotton from the south to the north, 
or manufactured goods from the north to the south. It also means 
that demand for cargo in one place will reflect demand for cargo 
in nearby places. If New York demands produce and you can bring 
produce close to the city, you can still make good money, because 
the produce will travel the rest of the way on its own. The cost of 
that overland travel will eat into your margins, however, so you are 
better off bringing it all the way into the city. 

Even though you typically haul whatever is the most profitable, 
that does not mean that every cargo differs only in name. Produce 
rots faster than iron or coal, but consumer markets that want pro- 
duce will pay a higher margin for the same amount. “The price 
that anybody is willing to pay for 20 tons of coal is limited,” says 
Steinmeyer, “but 20 tons of fresh oranges in 1870 New York... 
that’s a gold mine.” 


Uh, This is Not My Mail 
Steinmeyer was also unhappy with the way that Rai/road Tycoon I! 
handled passengers and mail. “You could 


| Regarding the interface, Steinmeyer says, “We didn’t want to do another industrial age, all metal look”; Many interface panels expand to display more | 
| information, but none of them take you out of the game world altogether; If the almanac looks a lot like the one from Tropico, that’s because it is. 


deliver peoples’ mail to anyone. If you had a big city like New York 
that was pumping out passengers, you could haul every single one 
of them to Buffalo, and they'd be happy.” Now passengers do not 
just want to go somewhere, they want to go somewhere specific. 
“They don't just want to go wherever the railroad will take them,” 
he explains, “they want to go to Chicago. Or New York, or wherev- 
er. This gives you a bigger incentive to connect to opponents’ rail 
networks, because increasing the number of destinations that pas- 
sengers can reach over your rail lines increases the odds that they 
can get where they want to go. 

Passenger traffic is also dynamic, and will respond to the 
opportunities that you provide. “If passengers consistently find 
that every time they leave New York, they can catch a train to 
Buffalo at a reasonable price, the level of passenger traffic will 
pick up,” says Steinmeyer. “So it’s responsive. If the service is 
good—frequent trains at reasonable prices—the supply of pas- 
sengers will increase. Conversely, if a train only leaves for 
Buffalo once every four years and the price is sky high, nobody 
will want to go there.’ 

The interface for passenger supply and demand still needs 
some work, and Steinmeyer is not yet certain how to effectively 
communicate all the various places that passengers in any given 
city want to go. He hopes that most of this new complexity—both 
in passenger traffic and in the cargo economy—will be transparent 
to the player. The idea is to make the system behave more like a 
real economy. “Even if the player doesn’t understand all the algo- 
rithms behind it, it will feel like the real thing and be intuitive.” 


Tycoon Frenzy 
Just outside Steinmeyer’s office is a big bulletin board labeled “the 
competition,” covered with full-page printed screenshots from a 
wide range of games, from Microsoft Train Simulator to WarCraft III. 
Aside from the obvious Rollercoaster Tycoon, the board is strangely 
devoid of Tycoon games. 

“Most of the Tycoon games cater to the budget level,” 
Steinmeyer explains. “You had the original Ra//road Tycoon and a 
few other assorted Tycoon games, then Railroad Tycoon // and 
Rollercoaster Tycoon launched the second wave, but you haven't 
yet seen a high-end game with high production values, a deep 
gameplay title that’s not some sort of budget title. | think 
Railroad Tycoon III is the first Tycoon game that really represents 
the third generation.” 


secret arm: Third Echelon. The world bal 


terrorism and international tensions are about.t 


your gaming needs. 


Team principals from three of history’s biggest game disasters 


brush off the dust and live to tell the tale BY BENJAMIN E. SONES 


ou always remember your favorite games. 


You remember the music, the menu screens, 
and perhaps even the loading graphics. You 


probably have stories you could tell about one game 


session or another, if only you could find someone 
willing to listen. When it comes to bad games, how- 
ever, the only thing that you tend to remember is 
how quickly you deleted them off your hard drive. 
For the average person, bad games are easy to 
forget. For the people that poured years of sweat 
and personal effort into creating these games, the 
experience is slightly tougher to shrug off. Nobody 
wants to make a bad game, just as nobody wants to 


drive a train off the edge of a cliff. But sometimes 


even the most promising games depart the rails, 
and every time it happens, a team of hapless devel- 


opers goes along for the ride. Sometimes they even 


survive the experience. 
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This is not an exposé or an investigative report on the gaming 
industry. The games contained herein are relics. The reviews are 
in, the public has reacted, the fat lady has sung. This is merely a 
new perspective, a glimpse of what the scenery might look like 
from inside the train. This is a story about what developers do 
when they realize that the engineer is dead, the brakes have 


failed, and the bridge around the next bend lies in shambles in 
the river below. 


Lost in Space 

lf you have never heard of Battlecruiser 3000 AD or Derek Smart, 
you are probably new to gaming. The latter is the designer of the 
former, an intricate space simulation released in a practically non- 
functional state in 1996 after seven years of development. It holds 
the dubious honor of sparking one of the longest running flame 
wars in Usenet history. It was as wildly ambitious as it was broken, 
offering a complex simulation of military space combat on multiple 
levels—from capital ship warfare to fighter combat to planetary 
battles—in a fully dynamic universe. The product that publisher 
Take 2 shipped also came with a few unadvertised goodies: an 
inadequate pamphlet-sized manual, terrible Al, missing features, 
broken controls, and alarmingly numerous crash bugs. 

For most of its development, it was a one-man show. “I started 
thinking about how great it would be to roll up all the features of 
the games | liked into one game,” says Smart. He had no train- 
ing in game design, but started working on his idea anyway, just 
for fun. “I decided to go commercial when | realized that people 
were actually being paid, | mean, like with real money and stuff, 
to do this.” 

The process was not that simple, however, as Smart soon dis- 
covered. Notoriously outspoken, he’s frank about his project's fail- 
ings. “| had a lack of direction, ignorance, inexperience, far too 
much control, and a blatant disregard for how games were actual- 
ly made,” he admits. He had only vague plans for how his game 
would work, and no design document. The fact that Smart was 
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| Seven years in development, and still not ready to leave dry dock. 
= (Battlecruiser 3000 AD) : 


working alone—and learning several new disciplines on the job— 
did not help. “I ran into a lot of problems—primarily because | 
couldn't code my way out of a paper bag, let alone a function 
call,” he says. “The fact that | had zero 3D knowledge was also a 
hindrance. | had to learn all that as | literally plodded along.” 

He learned the skills that he needed with the help of some 
friends from various technical backgrounds, but by then he was 
having trouble with another aspect of commercial game develop- 
ment. Smart moved from publisher to publisher, trying to find a 
good fit for his project, but personality clashes and conflicting 
goals created friction wherever he went. Smart cared about little 
beyond the design of his game. He had made significant personal 
sacrifices for the sake of his project, which displaced a lucrative 
consulting contract, a regular paycheck, and ultimately his mar- 
riage (which ended in divorce). With so much invested, he was 
unwilling to share the reigns. 

“| insisted on working from my rented apartment and barely 
went to the office, except for meetings and the like,” he says. “1 
wasn't up there to make friends. | was up there to get my game 
done and released. | figured that it was still my game and like me 
or not they had no choice but to do things my way.’ 

His publishers were more concerned with matters of business. 
Production schedules are not one of the fun aspects of game 
design, but they are an unavoidable reality of the industry, and 
designers disregard them at their own peril. 

Smart had spent seven years working on the game, and eventu- 
ally his final publisher, Take 2, ran out of patience. It decided to 
ship the product and let the chips fall where they may. Smart was 
furious. “When publishers put their minds to doing something as 
foolish as shipping a game in beta—which they still do—they’re just 
going to do it.’ With a few years to reflect on the matter and better 
understand the industry he works in, however, he has also come 
to understand the other side of the picture. “By the same token, if 
a publisher has targeted a specific period to release a game and 
that game is not ready, it is up to them to do what they want to 
do,” he says. 

Smart survived the experience, and continues to develop new 
games based on the Battlecruiser concept. He works differently 
today, however, with more respect for careful planning and attain- 
able design goals. “When | was designing Battlecruiser Millennium, | 
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A complex interface and a wholly inadequate manual made an already 
_ complex game frustratingly confusing. (Battlecruiser 3000 AD). 


‘Tran into a 
lot of prob- 
lems—prima- 
rily because I 
couldnt code 
my way out of 


a paper bag, 
had a clear goal and was 
focused on that,” he says. “I had 
no intentions of jamming every- 
thing in that title. Instead, | 
decided to bite off what | knew | 
could chew, and in twenty 
months | had a title out on the 
shelf” He has also come to 
understand the value of working 
as a part of a team. “Listen to 
people who have experience and 
know what they’re doing and talking about,” he says. “Too many of 
us in this field think that we have all the answers. We don’t” 


let alone a func- 


tion call” 
DEREK SMART, 

DESIGNER, 

BATTLECRUISER 


3000 AD 


Descent into Hell 
Steve Perrin was one of four designers on Interplay’s ill-fated first- 
person role-playing game Descent to Undermountain. “Or perhaps 
three and a half would be more accurate,” he amends. “Scott 
Bennie was working on some other projects at the time. | 
designed levels, wrote dialogue, and helped come up with the 
more intricate master plot based on other people's original ideas.” 
Perrin came late to the project in July of 1995. The initial artwork 
was complete and the team was starting to build the levels, which 
employed sci-fi shooter Descent’s vertigo-inducing 3D engine. 
“The original concept was something that would be done by 
December of 1995,” Perrin says, “because after all, the engine was 
already there. We just had to make the characters walk.” 

However, making the characters walk was a task that the team 
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“The key pit- 
fall was trying 
to turn a fly- 


ing shooter 
into a walking 


shooter with- 


out planning 
would not accomplish in 1995... 
or in 1996, or in 1997. In fact, 
when the game finally arrived in 
stores early in 1998, characters 
still had an alarming tendency 
to ignore the laws of gravity and 
hover in space. This, unfortu- 
nately, was the least of the 
game's problems. 

“The key pitfall was trying to 


on a lot of new 
code,” explains 
Perrin, “or per- 
haps even start- 


ing all over.” 
STEVE PERRIN, 


turn a flying shooter into a walk- 


DESIGNER, DESCENT ing shooter without planning on 


a lot of new code,” explains 
Perrin, “or perhaps even starting 
all over.’ The main problem was 
a lack of gravity, something that was not an issue for Descent, 
which featured gravity-free environments with six degrees of free- 
dom. Perrin believes Descent to Undermountain should have used 
a more conventional licensed engine, or completely new technolo- 
gy. “Making critters and characters stick to the floor, and making 
sure it was the same floor for everyone, was one of the big, big 
problems of the game,” says Perrin. “It screwed us up for months.” 
Exacerbating the situation was an ill-conceived team that did 
not include a Producer (“that didn’t work,” says Perrin) and that 
gave the title of Lead Programmer to an inexperienced coder with 
little interest in fantasy. “Once we got some decent programming 
in, all of a sudden it was possible to do everything he said was 
impossible,” says Perrin. “But we blew about ten months first try- 
ing to deal with that programmer, then unraveling his code into 
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aging engine that still was unsuited to the task. 
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2 Daikatana are certainly not even close toalone : 
= when it comes to listing the bad games that have : ; 
made it to store shelves despite their unfortunate 
omens Here are a ae more. : 


OUTPOST | oe 

‘Some call this the most notorious train wreck of all time, and 
2 ‘the most disappointing game that the PC has ever seen. 
Outpost promised us the world, a promise backed by the solid 


3 reputation of its publisher, Sierra, and hyped by mainstream | a : o. 


- publications such as Popular Science and Omni. That wor ee 
was a dismal, empty place, however, full of terrible geome . 
Pon mechanics and broken or inetd features. 7 


ULNA ONLINE. | oo 
_. The first of the mainstream ‘online Eale-phivie. games, ‘Utima _ 
Online was a disaster at launch. Wildly unbalanced game 
3 mechanics, lag, crashes, and other various Nude ne make it 


something usable.” Even Perrin felt out of place. “I was really a 
mismatch for the game,” he admits. “I am not a big fan of that 
kind of shooter. In theory, | was brought in as a trap guy, but | hate 


traps and suck at them.” 


lt may seem odd to say that a project running three years over- 
due was released too soon, but all the technical problems, design 
changes, and a revolving door of talent resulted in a game that 


was still very much unfinished when released in 1998. The final 


game was rife with crash bugs, broken scripts, and featured an 
“It could probably 
have used more time,” says Perrin. “At the same time, this means 


that a game that was planned and budgeted to be done in less 
than a year took three-plus years to finish. Hardly a record for the 
computer game industry—and especially Interplay—but situations 


like that are why Interplay is in the position it is in now.” 


CASU 


one of the most disappointing launches of 1997 Ye S ¢ 
release patching eventually helped it live t pot 
however, although its sequel died i in th 


ULTIMA IX: ASCENSION 


| This apis from he now-defunct Origin boasted 


chivas game... ‘and ultimately fort 
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over a year. _ : 
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Perrin himself passed through the revolving door before the 
completion of the project, and in August of 1997, he left Interplay 
altogether. “I haven't even seen the finished game,” he says. But 
according to Perrin, the game was past saving. “I think the basic 
concept was flawed,” he says, “and needed a firm direction, which 
it didn’t get until entirely too late.’ 

“Now if there is a silver lining to the whole thing, it is that the 
team was eventually able to fix most of people’s issues with the 
product except for the graphics, and Interplay learned a good les- 
son, says current Black Isle Studios President Feargus Urquhart. 
“It taught us that even if a product is 99.9% done, or rather 99.9% 
shippable—‘done’ and ‘shippable’ are two different things—that we 
should not hesitate to kill it if is not a good product.” 

What did Perrin get out of the experience? “I still have dreams 
about constructing levels...? 


Wetcome back. So you heve seen the symb 


ef the god Mask? 


Se-%t is as ! fecred.. 

heve etGuned. ir they 
Lindenmmountcin. theizn 
from all of sun backs. 


the Shadow Thieves 
kheve @ i 2 


baase Re are 


Khetben as hia £ 
High Mege c Wat fag I Pp 


The mouse cursor eats away bits of the screen. (Descent to 
Undermountain) 


Riding the Hype Machine 

“Time is not on your side.” That was the tagline for Da/katana, the 
flagship title at breakaway company ION Storm, founded in 1996 
by id alumni John Romero and Tom Hall. As with many disas- 
trous game projects, time was not on the development team’s 
side, either. Originally scheduled to ship by the end of 1997, the 
project languished through a variety of setbacks until publisher 
Eidos finally ushered it out the door in June of 2000... complete 
with a quote on the box declaring it the “Best Game of 1999” 
(the boxes had apparently been printed in anticipation of an ear- 
lier release). Unlike many train wrecks, Daikatana mostly func- 
tioned as intended. But the design lacked focus and direction, 
and boasted a dizzying array of annoying mechanics and poor 
choices. Coming from a developer that had adopted the cocky 
slogan “Design is Law” and a loud public attitude to match, it 
was an ironic anti-climax. 

Shawn Green joined the team in 1997, working at first to add 
features to the game’s rendering tool, and later graduating to the 
role of Lead Engineer. He came to the project with plenty of opti- 
mism. “Having worked with John Romero in the past and seeing 
what was planned for Da/katana, | was convinced that it would be 
a great title,” he says. 

As the project continued, Green started to see thunderclouds on 
the horizon. “It was more of a collection of problems,” he explains, 
who felt that the team could have used more industry veterans. 
“Out of the numerous people that worked on Daikatana, very few 
of those people had actually ever worked in their field profession- 
ally... some had never even had a job before.” To make matters 
worse, team members (Green included) made little effort to coor- 
dinate their work with the rest of the team. “The most important 
asset any project can have is good communication between its 
team members,” he explains. “If there was only one thing | could 
have done differently while working on Dajskatana, it would have 
been to improve my communication skills, and encourage those 
around me to do the same.” 

While the project was meandering aimlessly, the company exec- 
utives and PR representatives were busy telling the public to 
expect the Next Coming of the True Messiah. “John Romero is 
going to make you his bitch,” proclaimed one particularly memo- 
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Superfly Johnson's skull appears to be split open. 


You had to keep your sidekicks alive to continue the game... a difficult 
task in the face of the world’s most lethal doors. (Daikatana) 


“The two 
things that 
kept me there 


were the fact 


that I always 
finish what I 


start and the 
rable advertisement that ran in 


1997. Trash talk is a two-edged 
sword, however. It builds antici- 
pation, but it also builds expec- 
tations. “If you give the public 
the impression that you're going 
to create the next best thing,” 
says Green, “you create an 


fact that, more 


than my boss, 
John Romero 


was my friend 


and I felt immense amount of pressure to 
‘ deliver exactly that.” 

Daikatana A storm had been building at 

deserved a Storm's Dallas offices, however, 


and in November of 1998 it 
erupted. Personality clashes, 
management issues, and gener- 
al unhappiness among team 
members led to a mass defec- 
tion. Over three-quarters of the 
core team, according to Green, 
walked off the project and out 
of ION Storm. The remaining 
people faced the unenviable 
task of rebuilding the team and salvaging the project. “In addition 
to our daily tasks, we now had to find new members for the team 


and get them ramped up,” says Green, who was quickly promoted 
to Lead Programmer. “The first task | assigned myself was to eval- 
uate the current state of the game from a coding perspective and 
find out what shape we were in. At that point, most of the work 
that had already been done was either completely broken or unus- 


chance to see the 
light of day.” 
—SHAWN GREEN, 
LEAD PROGRAMMER, 
DAIKATANA 
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Tiny mechanical frogs made mighty underwhelming _ 
enemies. (Daikatana) | . ae 
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We've lingered here tong enough. Time to find Mishima 
and give him his comeuppence! 


Personality clashes and staff upheavals may have contributed to the | 
game’s general lack of focus. (Daikatana) 


able. That did wonders for my optimism.” 

The next year and a half was a difficult time for Green, who had 
lost much of his enthusiasm for the project. “! was totally burnt 
out,” he says. “The two things that kept me there were the fact 
that | always finish what | start and the fact that, more than my 
boss, John Romero was my friend, and | felt Daikatana deserved a 
chance to see the light of day.” 

After the game's release, ION Storm’s Dallas branch was living 
on borrowed time. Green eventually moved on to join Gearbox 
software, where he was the Lead Engine Programmer on Jony 
Hawk's Pro Skater 3. He has not forgotten his time at ION Storm, 
however, and in spite of all the grief that it inspired, he does not 
hate Daikatana. “| don’t think it deserved a bad rap,” he says. “I’ve 
played much worse games.” 

He is right, of course—the other games in this article, for exam- 
ple. So why was John Romero’s game so passionately vilified? 
Green does not hesitate. “It was an easier target for criticism 
because of the hype.” 


Out of the Wreckage 
When you discover that you have just spent your hard-earned 
money on a terrible game, it is easy to pin the blame on all the 
faceless developers listed in the back of the manual. Certainly, that 
is where at least part of the blame belongs, and few of them will 
deny it. As you sit and watch the uninstall progress bar crawl 
across your screen, however, just remember that it could be worse. 
You lost $50 to that game. Somewhere in the world, someone else 
lost years of his or her life to it. 

When games go bad, everyone loses. 
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Armageddon Airhead 


Command & Conquer Generals is the all singing, all dancing, 
all exploding real-time strategy game for the not-so-easily offended 
kkk 
BY STEVE BAUMAN 


FEW THINGS BRING a smile to the face of 
more Americans today than the notion of 
controlling a vaguely Middle-Eastern ter- 
rorist group that spreads anthrax, unleash- 
es suicide bombers, and utilizes car bombs 
against military and civilian targets. That's 
exactly the modus operandi of one the 
three sides you can control in Command & 
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Conquer Generals, a game that takes the 
realities of war, circa 2003, to such car- 
toonish levels that it manages to transcend 
its epic level of dumb. It’s become some- 
thing entirely different, a sort of a meta 
wargame minus any commentary that 
might make it slightly more palatable. 

But as a game, it actually works, at least 


within the same limitations that have been 
part of the Command & Conquer experi- 
ence since Red Alert. If you’re able to wrap 
your brain around the fact that the entire 
series is the Jerry Bruckheimer version of 
real-time strategy, it’s a lot easier to man- 
age expectations. 

Generals drops almost all connections to 
past games in the series. There’s no time 
traveling, GDI or NOD, though EVA does 
make an appearance. Electronic Arts has 
replaced all of the laughably bad (and no 
doubt expensive) video and CGI cutscenes 
with in-engine ones, and while they're 
maybe less technically impressive, they're 
equally funny if only because they replace 
bad acting and writing with incredibly high 
levels of carnage. 
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There are three unique sides, each with 
its own units, with seven missions per side 
(an eighth GLA mission was apparently 
shelved because it was incredibly tasteless; 
considering what remains, that's really say- 
ing something). The single-player missions 
all feature gorgeous maps with interesting 
tactical choices. As is usual for a 
Command & Conquer game, each mission 
is heavily scripted, and it seems like the Al 
does things in a very specific order. There's 
a lot of interactivity and eye candy in every 
mission; the densely populated towns are 
full of buildings and innocents (and not so 
innocent mobs), and there’s even a map 
where you need to worry about a train that 
can run down your dumb units. There are 
obvious reasons to use terrain in certain 


ways and clear chokepoints, plus plenty of 
areas worth grabbing in order to set up 
defensive positions that keep the single- 
player game interesting despite its brevity. 
There are fewer units than most real- 
time strategy games, but upgrades are 
available for many that add battlefield func- 
tionality and give players a few more inter- 
esting choices (‘Do | want to produce a 
dozen more soldiers or add some nice 
anthrax to each payload?”). The United 
States features a formidable army with 
expensive units, while China can mass-pro- 
duce a lot of less powerful ones. The GLA 
is a group of terrorists that use suicide 
bombs, chemical weapons, tunnels, and 
mobs of people armed with AK-47s. While 
the mechanics of playing the US or China 


Bridges collapse, dams burst, planes 
fly, bombs drop... if carnage is your 


thing, this is your game; [below] 
Playing China is a lot of fun for people 
that like to amass enormous armies 


are typical, the GLA requires a slightly dif- 
ferent approach. Its units are fast yet weak 
and very low tech, but they can salvage 
destroyed units for upgrades and money, 
and they can stage surprise attacks. 

In addition to the single-player story- 
based game, Generals includes a skirmish 
mode, though the maps are strategically 
dull and the Al is at best passive and at 
worst dumb as a doorstop. You can often 
destroy units and buildings with long- 
range units without fear of any reprisals— 
your own units are also oblivious to attacks 
unless the unit is within a certain range. 
And you still need to micromanage individ- 
ual soldiers in order to keep them from 
being flattened by vehicles or from swim- 
ming in your own unit's toxic goo. 
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New to Generals, and the source of its 
name, are bonuses granted to players 
based on battle experience. As you 
increase in your “Generals” rank, you can 
add new abilities or special bonuses, from 
chemical weapons to air strikes. Because 
you “spend” your points, it provides anoth- 
er set of interesting decisions. 

The essential tactics of the Command & 
Conquer games remain the same: grab 
tons of units and send them to their 
deaths. It’s not a subtle game, and particu- 
larly in multiplayer, it rewards reflexes and 
speed over true strategy. If you’ve never 
liked the tank rushes of old, you won't find 
anything here to combat that strategy; it’s 
practically encouraged. At launch, multi- 
player was a minor disaster, but a day-one 
patch addressed the most egregious con- 
nection problems. Other multiplayer patch- 
es released in the weeks after the game’s 
release improved the functionality of its 
built-in browser and tweaked the balance 
a bit, but lag is still a serious problem in 
games with more than two players. 
Multiplayer games are almost comically 
difficult against the types of people that 
regularly hang out in lobbies looking for 
games, and for some inexplicable reason, 
Generals forces you to reduce your graph- 
ics resolution to 800x600 despite fog of 
war balancing out any benefit granted by 
the increased screen resolution. 

The interface certainly doesn’t help much 
in single- or multiplayer. Generals retains the 
single-button interface of past games in the 
series, where unit selection and movement 
are both handled with the left mouse button 
as opposed to the latter being handled by 
the right one as it is in, well, pretty much 
every other real-time strategy game. It’s not 
really fair to say the interface should conform 
to some supposed industry “standard,” but as 
games like this have grown faster and com- 
plex, the need for a more streamlined 
approach has increased. But even if you only 
play a few real-time strategy a year, the inter- 
face for Generals leads to a lot of incorrect 
clicking that usually has disastrous results. If 
you don’t develop the habit of constantly de- 
selecting units by right-clicking, it’s way too 
easy to end up sending the wrong units all 
over the map during the heat of battle. 

There are tons of other nits to pick beyond 
the interface: the limited build queues (at 
least they have them at all), the Al weirdness, 
the lack of formations, and you can’t remap 
the hotkeys. On the other hand, there’s also 
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simplified resource gathering that requires 
less player intervention, and the gatherers 
can often pull double duty. Overall, it’s less of 
a peon management simulation than either 
Age of Mythology or WarCraft Il. 

Some of the game’s faults also melt 
away when the action starts. Generals 
takes Command & Conquer into the world 
of 3D, and as with Age of Mythology, the 
results are spectacular. It has explosions. 
Lots of explosions. You half expect every 
explosion to explode, leading to a chain 
reaction of explosions that consume your 
monitor. Much of the single-player game 


takes place in urban environments—or at 
least a faux-urban Baghdad—and you can 
destroy almost everything. Your tanks seem 
to seek out every swaying tree and small 
objects to knock over. Pieces of vehicles 
and buildings fly all over the screen, and 
some of the weapons effects—particular 
particle beams and nukes—are amazing. 
It's an orgy of destruction, full of amazing 
graphic doo-dads. The game itself doesn’t 
have much in the way of brains, but it does 
have plenty of brawn. The downside, of 
course, is that there are significant slow- 
downs on all but the fastest rigs when all 
hell breaks loose. While annoying, it’s less 
of an issue than it is in shooters because 
Generals is not the kind of twitch game 
that relies so much on precision. In a 
strange twist, despite the fact you're 


launching bioweapons and nukes against 
both military and civilian targets, the lack 
of visible blood means the ESRB deems it 
perfectly appropriate for 13-year olds. 

It may very well be fine for everyone, but 
its politics are at best dubious, and at worst 
downright offensive and/or insensitive. At 
its core, Generals isn't any more or less fas- 
cist and genocidal than most other game 
with any sort of combat element. Removed 
from its game context, anything from Age 
of Empires to Civilization I/1/to Unreal II can 
sound distasteful. But when it was GDI ver- 
sus NOD, it made everything a lot more 


abstract. The tools of warfare in Generals, 
particularly those of the GLA faction, hit a 
bit too close to home in these days of con- 
cerns, legitimate or not, over terror alters, 
anthrax-laced scuds, and real suicide 
bombings. Their inclusion, in a game so 
fantastical and out-of-touch with reality to 
begin with, smacks of exploitation. 

Given that significant numbers of people 
could care less about politics, whether 
they're in a game or outside of it, it’s easy to 
look beyond the realities (or unrealities, as 
the case may be) of its depiction of war and 
focus solely on the game itself. Generals is a 
simple and viscerally exciting game that suf- 
fers only in comparison with its superior and 
more evolved competitors. It’s a big dumb 
completely over-the-top cartoon, the game 
equivalent of Red Dawn. Shut off your brain 
and enjoy the explosive ride. 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Electronic Arts 
ESRB Teen 


Molti Map-o 


Battlefield 1942: The Road to Rome 
KKK * 


BATTLEFIELD 1942 is simply the best 
online shooter available, one that finally 
delivers the dramatic online war people 
have always wanted. /he Road to Rome is 
an expansion only in the strictest sense: the 
term “map pack” would probably be more 
accurate. It adds Italian forces to the Axis 
side and French troops to the Allies, com- 
plete with entertaining foreign language 


cries for help or artillery barrages. There 
are some new vehicles and weapons, but 
they're slight variations on existing stuff 
and really nothing to write home about. 
The stars of the show here are clearly 
the new maps. It’s as if the team at Digital 
Illusions discovered exactly what everyone 
liked about the game and created new 
battlefields made to directly stimulate the 
adrenal gland of its players. Sure there are 
only six new areas to fight in, but these are 
some of the best maps in the whole game. 
Two of the most intense are the Battle of 
Salerno, where Americans and Germans 
clash from opposite sides of a large hill 
where the flag at the top provides a strate- 
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gic advantage but does not let you spawn 
there, making every game a back-and- 
forth nail biter. Then there’s Monte 
Cassino, where the French troops must 
press up a hill at nighttime to assault a 
heavily fortified Italian monastery. 

Really, that’s all there is to say about this 
expansion pack. It doesn’t substantially 
improve the game code—recent patches 
have made great strides in that area but 
are freely available to everyone. It doesn't 
seriously enhance gameplay either, and 
you could certainly argue that a new game 
mode should have been included. You 


might even say that the kind of content 
Road to Rome offers up would have been 
freely available if Electronic Arts had made 
proper tools available to mod makers. 
While all that is true, it doesn’t change the 
fact that the included maps are superb. It's 
on the low end of the economic scale at 
only $20, a price well worth spending for 
such fantastic new battlegrounds. If you’ve 
given the game a rest, the recent patches 
and these excellent maps should provide 
plenty of incentive to jump right back into 
the war. —Jason Cross 

DEVELOPER Digital Illusions C.E. 
PUBLISHER Electronic Arts * ESRB Teen 


top sellers 


rs 


Flying to the top of the charts this month 
is the long-awaited SimCity 4, giving 
Electronic Arts an amazing 12 out of 20 of 
the top-selling games for January. A 
whopping six have “Sim” somewhere in 
their name, so imagine the possibilities of 
a “SimBattlefield 1942” or “SimHogwarts.’ 


SimCity 4 
Electronic Arts ** V2 


The Sims Deluxe 
Electronic Arts Not Rated 


The Sims Unleashed 
Flectronic Arts *** V2 


Zoo Tycoon 
Microsoft ** ** V2 


Harry Potter & The Chamber Of Secrets 
Electronic Arts Not Rated 


RollerCoaster Tycoon 2 
Infogrames kkk * 


Age of Mythology 
Microsoft kkk ** 


Sponge Bob Square Pants: 
Operation Krabby Patty 
THQ Not Rated 


RollerCoaster Tycoon 
Infogrames *k&*&* V2 


WarCraft III: Reign Of Chaos 
Vivendi Universal kk ** 


Battlefield 1942 
Electronic Arts * &*&* V2 


Medal Of Honor: 
Allied Assault Spearhead 
Electronic Arts * V2 


Zoo Tycoon: Marine Mania 
Microsoft kkk * 


The Sims Vacation 
Electronic Arts **** 


The Sims Online 
Electronic Arts **** 


Medal of Honor: Allied Assault 
Electronic Arts * **&* V2 


Age Of Empires II: Age of Kings 
Microsoft * 


James Bond 007: Nightfire 
Electronic Arts k* 


The Sims Hot Date 
Electronic Arts *k&*&*& 2 


Lego Racers 2 
Electronic Arts/LEGO Media Not Rated 


Source: NPDTechworld. The January list is based on 
units sold by more than 70 channel partners, represent- 
ing 90% of the U.S. retail consumer market. 
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Doing Its Own Thing 


Freelancer 


MR. TRENT HAS a problem. He’s a free- 
lance pilot who just completed a busi- 
ness deal worth a million credits, just 
before someone attacked and destroyed 
the space station he was living on. As 
the medics tend to his business partner’s 
wounds, it looks more and more like he’s 
never going to get paid. Time to earn 
some scratch the hard way: by putting 
your neck on the line. 

All space simulations make concessions 
to realism in the name of playability and 
fun, yet for some reason there’s an invisible 
line over which one is not allowed to cross 
without alienating all the computer geeks 
that played games like Wing Commander 
and X-Wing. Freelancer \aughs at this grog- 
nard boundary and plays so fast and loose 
with the laws of space, and of space sims, 
that it almost belongs in a category of its 
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own. It sim- 
ply tosses 
out arbitrary 
conventions als 

that exist for 

no reason other than because 
they’re the status quo in favor of new 
arbitrary conventions that are more acces- 
sible. And it works. 

Perhaps one of the reasons the genre 
has fallen out of favor is because it refuses 
to evolve into a less geeky form, and 
nowhere is this more evident than on the 
insistence for joystick control. In other 
games, mouse control in the genre has 
been limited to mimicking joystick move- 
ment—it has always been clear what the 
preferred control scheme is. In the case of 
Freelancer, the mouse and keyboard totally 
rocks. Your WASD keys control speed and 


Dragons - Escort 2 Rookie koma 


i , 


Combat is fast and furious, and easy to con- 
trol with the mouse-and-keyboard interface; 
[inset] Trade lanes are the highways of outer | 
space, and a good place to ambush traders; 
[below] Voice acting is far above par, with 
celebrities like George Takai and John Rhys- 
Davies handling support roles. 


lateral movement while the mouse 
steers your ship and fires your guns. 
Hotkeys drop mines, fire missiles, and use 
shield batteries. The mouse is a more pre- 
cise aiming tool, and having your hand on 
it facilitates intuitive mouse-driven inter- 
face elements for targeting, scanning, etc. 
Once you get beyond the apparent sacri- 
lege of creating a game that does not 
require additional hardware to play proper- 
ly, it becomes obvious that the mouse and 
keyboard Is really a great way to fly. 

Beyond the controversial control 
scheme, the mechanics bear a strong 
resemblance to more action-oriented titles 


like Wing Commander or this game's pre- 
cursor, Starlancer. Combat is intense, and 
you engage in some truly epic furballs as 
you advance along the plot, with dozens of 
fighters buzzing around large capital cruis- 
ers. It's here that the other controversial 
change comes in handy; Free/ancer 
defaults to a third-person view behind your 
own ship, which may not be as immersive 
as a nice in-the-cockpit view but affords a 
much more reasonable sense of situational 
awareness. Besides, with such distinctive 
ship designs, it would be a shame not to 
see your new Hawk heavy fighter’s guns 
swivel around to track your enemies. 
Virtually all space sims should really 
cash in their geek club cards when it 
comes to a realistic depiction of space, 
because they all seriously fudge interstellar 
distances, laws of physics, and make outer 
space a lot more colorful than it really is. In 
Freelancer, space is very small indeed. 
Planets are the size of large buildings, and 
are quite recognizable the distance no 
matter where in the solar system you are. 
The quite liberal depiction of space might 
infuriate those looking for realism, but it 
buys something other space games can't 
claim: a sense of place. Each system has 
its own look and feel, and even locations 
within them are distinct enough that after a 
few hours of play, you know where you are 
just by looking around. The compact nature 
of the universe doesn’t mean there's not 
enough to explore, though. Quite the con- 
trary, there are dozens of systems and 
scores of planets and stations to visit, 
many of them off the beaten path from the 
main plot, and filling out the automatic 
map as you Cruise around a new location 
lends a sense of exploration that is not 
unlike exploring the land in a traditional 


role-playing 
games. 

For that matter, 
much of the game 
is RPG-like. You 
gain levels as an 
artificial means of preventing you from buy- 
ing equipment that is too powerful and 
would mess up the game balance. You earn 
levels by increasing your net worth, which 
is like your experience points. There are 
“nanobots” which work like health potions 
and “shield batteries” that work like mana 
potions. It tracks your reputation with vari- 
ous factions as a way to let you know who 
will attack you and who will give you a job. 
It's not worth paying too much attention to 
the factions in the single player game, since 
the main plot forces dramatic changes to 
them several times, but it’s handy in multi- 
player or after the story is finished. 

Years ago, when the game was first 
unveiled, it looked so amazingly advanced 
that everyone doubted if mere mortal 
machines would ever run it. Time has not 
been kind to Microsoft's project, and now 
the visuals are merely competent. Cut 
scenes fare the worst, with characters and 
environments that just don't hold up 
against the latest 3D shooters. This is a 
real shame, because the production values 
of the in-engine cut scenes are superb. 
Voice acting is excellent, and characters 
actually make facial expressions and use 
body language. The story itself is a bit trite, 
and starts off as more of a distraction to 
exploring the universe than anything else, 
but it grows on you over time. When you're 
done with the tale you can keep playing, 
accepting tougher random missions and 
exploring distant systems for as long as 
you want. 


Or you can hop into a multiplayer game, 
which may be one of Free/ancers most 
engaging elements. It’s exactly like the sin- 
gle-player game, except without the story 
missions and with harder random tasks 
available. The difference is that each server 
is persistent and stores your pilot and ship 
data. You can easily trade with other play- 
ers or form flight groups, and the excep- 
tionally easy navigation systems make it 
easy to travel in groups. Each server is sort 
of like it’s own little massively-multiplayer 
online space combat role-playing game, 
except for the massive part, since there’s a 
practical limit of maybe 20-32 players at 
once on a good server. 

In a way, it's shame the game didn’t 
come out two years ago when it was sup- 
posed to. What used to be so thoroughly 
impressive now looks no better than any 
other space sim, belying the fact that the 
actual mechanics and design have taken a 
great leap forward. You can nick-pick 
some of the dynamic universe stuff, which 
is not that hard to break if you really try, 
but that’s not seeing the forest for the 
trees. Freelancer does nothing less than 
bring the genre out of a rut borne of con- 
fig.sys file tweaking and joystick calibra- 
tion, streamlining it into an accessible, 
action-packed outer space role-playing 
game with plenty of personality and a mar- 
velous online component. And it only took 
Six years to make. —Jason Cross 

DEVELOPER Digital Anvil * PUBLISHER 
Microsoft * ESRB Teen 
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_ Zoom some ‘spaceships actually look like spaceships, but at normal combat distance they’re just blobs of pixels. 


Al: Artificial Insanity 


Master of Orion III 


x * 


CIVILIZATION. ALPHA CENTAURI. The origi- 
nal Master of Orion, now forever Known by its 
acronym (WOO. Classic turn-based strategy 
games that hook you into 4AM gaming ses- 
sions the day you install them. With the 
release of its predecessor now over six years 
in the past, it’s reassuring that the first 
Master of Orion I/! game session is just as 
enthralling. Dive in to this galactic exploration 
and conquest game and find yourself mes- 
merized by the depth of detail and breadth of 
gameplay options. But unlike the above- 
mentioned classics, MOO3 isn’t likely to 
inspire repeated late-night gaming sessions. 
As you spend more time with the game, you 
quickly realize that much of it is out of your 
control, thanks to the most annoying and 
unpredictable Al since HAL 9000. 

MOO3 follows the classic “4X”—explore, 
exploit, expand, exterminate—space con- 
quest model. The basic gameplay hear- 
kens back to the Commodore 64 days: 
Start with a single planet, send scouts to 
explore the space lanes, colonize lucrative 
worlds, and deal with competing races 
through diplomacy or force. The difference 
here is the sheer depth of the modeling. 
Your forces don't just colonize a planet 
and start producing new ships, for 
instance. The game divides planets into 
zones, each of which can be assigned a 
DEA (Dominant Economic Activity), such 
as mining, research, government, or recre- 
ation. Each planet has build queues for 
planetary and military hardware; individu- 


76 COMPUTER GAMES | 05.2003 


ally adjustable tax rates; variable funding 
levels for R&D, terraforming, and economic 
development; ground and space defenses; 
and a variety of other user-adjustable set- 
tings. You must keep the populace happy; 
unemployment, forced labor, species mixes 
in the population, and other factors can 
result in unrest. Managing all aspects of a 
single planet would make a challenging (if 
unexciting) game, and you can have 
dozens of worlds under your control after 
a couple of hours’ play. 

Thus, Al assistance in managing your 
empire is key to this game, and that’s 
where the frustration starts. The process- 
es of terraforming planets, managing the 
economies of dozens of them, and 
researching over 300 available technolo- 
gies is more than all but 
the most masochistic of 
gamers would want to 
micromanage. 
Developer Quicksilver 
tackles this problem by 
equipping your planets 
with viceroys who are 
more than happy to 
handle all the little nig- 
gling details of space 
colonization for you. 
Just set your budgetary 
policy—allocations to 
research, military, social, 
and infrastructure pro- 
grams—and the viceroy 
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does the actual governing. 

That's not to say you can sit back and 
click the “next turn” button and allow the 
game to play itself. You do have to send 
fleets out to explore the galaxy, design 
and deploy military ships, deal with diplo- 
macy issues, prioritize research, and con- 
duct espionage. But the viceroy can han- 
dle the rest of the details. You can even 
put colonization and combat in their 
sometimes-able hands. 

Unfortunately, like too many politicians, 
what these viceroys lack in smarts they 
make up for in ambition, and sometimes 
they sneak behind your back and overrule 
your decisions. You'll carefully plan a star- 
ship build queue, and after spending a 
couple of turns worrying about other 
aspects of your empire, come back only to 
find that the viceroy has filled your fleet 
reserves with nothing but transports ships. 
Great If you're planning to start an inter- 
planetary cruise line, not so good if your 
Klackon neighbors are sending raiding 


Two turns ago this guy was our buddy. Now he’s outraged. 
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rl Occasionally leaders will pop up and offer to 


fleets into your territory. 
Other than second-guessing poor 
viceroy decisions, gameplay focuses on 
directing your fleets around the galaxy, 
handling diplomatic matters, espionage, 
and (optionally) combat. The diplomacy 
design is promising: Build relations with 
various races, establishing trade agree- 
ments, sharing technologies, 
and creating defensive 
alliances. You can try to sweet- 
talk or bully recalcitrant races 
into making agreements, and if 
they don’t cooperate, use your 
spot on the Orion Senate to 
propose sanctions, diplomatic 
isolation, or even all-out war 


in real time, but don’t think StarCraft or 
Homeworld—think “Pixel Wars.” Small ships 
are represented by tiny blobs of pixels. 
Bigger ships are slightly spaceship-shaped 
pixel blobs. Weapons effects look good, at 
least. You can let the computer handle 
combat, and even opt out of watching the 
battle. Given your lack of information going 
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against them. The diplomatic 
system is wonderful, but it’s a 
shame the same can't be said 
about the diplomats, who seem 
to have a slight insanity prob- 
lem. One minute you're merrily 
making trade agreements and 
sharing technologies with the 
Trilarian next door, then on the 
next turn he’s ranting, “You've 
gone too far! That's it, we 
declare war!” Of course, he’s 
no less convincing an Al than the Meklar 
on the other side of you who's attacking 
every group of colony ships that attempts 
to leave your home system while smilingly 
accepting your diplomatic offers. 
Tinkering with your own starship 
designs is entertaining, but the same can't 
be said about actually sending your ships 
into combat. Ship captains are fairly 
autonomous, requiring only a point in the 
right direction. Orders are limited to move, 
attack, patrol, halt, and retreat. Combat ts 


\ : Qurproduction lines on Gi 
* elinht 


“| : One ofour Automated Factories buildings on planet Gianfar || has been destroyed by saboteurs 


a 


anfer li have been hacked by 2 hostile intelligence agency. Praducticn has ¢ 


into the battle (he has three ships—are they 
scouts or battleships?), we wish you could 
override the Al in “watch” mode and issue 
a retreat order when you see that combat 
is going to go poorly. 

Ground combat has you issuing prelimi- 
nary orders: Basic tactics to use, whether 
weapons of mass destruction are allowable, 
and whether or not to be concerned with 
collateral damage to planetary structures. 
The actual fighting goes on behind the 
scenes, with text and voice reports on the 


GAME TURN 76 


reased on that planet 


PERSONNEL 


action. Go ahead and put all your ground 
combat resources into offensive troops and 
don't worry about defensive garrisons on 
your planets. In all games played thus far, 
the Al never landed an invasion force on 
even one planet. Not once. 

There are a variety of victory conditions: 
last alien standing, getting elected to the 
Orion Senate, or discovering all 
five mysterious “X” technologies 
left lying around the galaxy by a 
precursor civilization. 

With all of the single-player 
Al problems, the game is a 
totally different multiplayer 
experience, assuming you can 
coordinate long blocks of free 
time with your friends. You can 
at least blame your opponents’ 
odd behavior on genetics or 
beer. (The viceroys continue to 
annoy, however.) Multiplayer 
has its own quirks. You can't 
send a private message to 
another player, or chat after 
your turn is over, and while you 
can set a time limit on turns, 
there's no countdown clock. 

MOO3 is frustrating in its 
potential. While describing the graphics 
and sound as “minimalist” is charitable, the 
overall design of the game is intriguing, 
thus the initial addictiveness. But once you 
get past that first-date adrenaline, you 
quickly realize that second-guessing 
viceroys, negotiating with aliens suffering 
from multiple personality disorder, and 
watching space-pixels blast each other 
does not lasting fun make. —Denny Atkin 

DEVELOPER Quicksilver * PUBLISHER 
Infogrames * ESRB Teen 
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Intimidating 
Intimidator 


NASCAR Racing 2003 Season 


NASCAR HAS BECOME America’s pre- 
miere beer and pork rinds sporting event. 
To the casual observer, it looks like hunks 
of screaming metal turning left at the right 
time. But get in that cockpit and you quick- 
ly realize the amount of skill, strategy, 
finesse and, above all, balls it takes to 
guide one of these monsters past that glo- 
rious checkered flag. Leading the racing 
pack each year is team Papyrus, and the 
2003 edition of its NASCAR keeps its win- 
ning streak intact. It retains the developer's 
tradition of excellent physics, sharp graph- 
ics, and solid artificial intelligence. But be 
warned, this isn’t a beer and greasy snack- 
style arcade racing game-—this is the real 
deal, as intense, deep, and accurate a sim- 
ulation as exists on your computer. 
NASCAR 2003 offers the Winston Cup 
series in its entirety. Every track is here, 
including the fantasy course made up for 
last year’s game, the Coca-Cola 
Superspeedway. You can race at some 
venues at night and you can face off 
against all but the most casual of profes- 
sionals. All the big guys are here: Labonte, 
Earnhardt Jr, Gordon, etc. You'll see most 
of the familiar advertising/sponsorship 
sights like the M&M car, and new ones 
like that Cingular splotch guy. Once again 
you won't find the alcohol or cigarette 
advertisements that litter the real 
NASCAR, but the whole shebang is still 


[clockwise from top] The Pit Crew is ready 
to keep me running fit in record time; A 
nudge on the second to last lap can spell 
disaster; Keeping the formation tight is 
crucial on the turns. 
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called the Winston Cup. 

The interface is pretty much the same, 
meaning it’s a bit hard to navigate for the 
neophyte. Even if you want to just jump 
right into a quick race, you’re about five or 
six clicks from the starting gun. The game 
offers an impressive 10-step tutorial that 
introduces you to driving concepts and 
strategy. When to merge, when to gun it, 
how to handle turns, and how to cut off an 
opponent at 175MPH without causing the 
flaming wreckage most of the crowd won't 
admit they're actually there to see. Papyrus 
has revamped the instant replay system so 
those crashes are even more spectacular 
than ever before. 

The graphics are still realistic but not 
overly flashy. There are some dazzling sun- 
light effects, but the chrome from nearby 
cars doesn’t sparkle in that overwrought 
way other arcade racers do it. It saves 
most of the eye candy for smoke effects 
and in rendering the enormous field of 
cars all taking turns together like flocks of 
diesel geese. There is a strange problem 
with distant objects however; a sparkling 
jagged effect that detracts from the experi- 


ence just enough to be noticeable. 

There are plenty of driving aids for new 
players, from steering and braking help to 
the green “best line” for driving, and the 
ability to turn on or off things like fuel con- 
sumption and tire pressure. Gear heads 
can fiddle with settings in the garage all 
they like. You can even play with the 
“adaptive Al” to make it play as badly as 
you do, which artificially keeps the game 
challenging, no matter how much you 
scrape the right side of your car through 
every turn. At the highest realism, expect 
severe and realistic punishment for tapping 
another car, locking your brakes (which 
causes your tires to explode), or catching 
the slightest bit of air. You have to drive 
like a pro to win at that level, and the real- 
ism settings ensure a challenge for any 
level player. 

The Al is very effective, maybe too much 
so. You never see them make a mistake on 
a turn, shift at the wrong time, or drift dan- 
gerously. They avoid contact with you, and 
crashes occur primarily due to your own 
mistakes. This is less frustrating for most 
players, but less realistic. 
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Multiplayer eliminates that problem, and it 
supports up to 42 players. There’s some lag 
and warping, but at high difficulty you’d be 
hard pressed to find a more challenging 
multiplayer experience. 

Former pro Cale Yarbrough, winner of 
the Daytona in 1968 (among others), 
recently lamented in the online magazine 
Slate.com that today “Successful drivers 
are the ones with the financing. When | 
was (racing), the winner was the driver 
who was the bravest one out there at the 
end of the day.’ In that way Papyrus’s game 
harkens back to an earlier, more driver-ori- 
ented time. Despite its solid and deep 
garage and pit crew features, taking bold 
risks in NASCAR Racing 2003 Season is the 
only way to beat the Al to the checkered 
flag. The pace car has left the track, the 
light is showing green, so floor it and get 
ready to turn left. See you in the winner's 
circle. —Andrew S. Bub 

DEVELOPER Papyrus Racing Games 
PUBLISHER Sierra * ESRB Everyone 


Great Game, 
Lame Expansion 


Anarchy Online: The Notum Wars 
xy 


FIRST THE GOOD news: Anarchy Online is 
a great massively multiplayer online role- 
playing game. 

As released in 2001, it was in a sad 
State: byzantine, unstable, half-finished, 
and populated with angry and confused 
players. As a solution for slow framerates 
while walking through cities, the develop- 
ers suggested looking down at the ground 
so your computer wouldn't have to render 
scenery and characters. It was a classic bit 
of troubleshooting from the “only when | 
laugh” school of thought. Since then, 
developer Funcom has fixed it so you can 
look up, literally and figuratively. And what 
a game you'll see. 

Anarchy Online has depth and complexi- 
ty, it's accessible and stable, the artwork is 
vivid, the player community is friendly and 
interactive, and the science fiction theme is 
used effectively. As far as massively multi- 
player role-playing games go, this is a 
Classic instance of how, like wine, they get 
better with time. 


Now the bad news: The Notum Wars is a 
lame expansion. 

For lower level characters, Anarchy 
Online took place in the relative safety of 
cities. Until you got to higher levels there 
was no point straying into the countryside, 
where it’s open season between the major 
factions. Even then, there was no context 
for factions to fight each other. Enter 
Notum Wars, an expansion pack that builds 
in a mechanism for using towers to control 
territory. Player-created clans (solo players 
need not apply) can create, buy, and build 
towers to give their members various skill 
and attribute bonuses. They can also 
attack other towers according to a set of 
esoteric rules about who can build and 
attack which towers when. 

The towers aren't a bad idea. Based on 
the total land controlled by its members, 
each of the game's major factions gets a 
bonus to everyone's earned experience 
points. This gives everyone incentive to 
support tower warfare, even if it’s just in 
theory. After all, the typical player isn’t 
going to get involved in tower battles 
unless he specifically seeks them out. But 
because it’s exclusively the domain of play- 
er-created clans, because it’s such a 
peripheral part of the gameplay, and 
because it’s so difficult to understand, it all 
feels nailed onto the side of Anarchy Online 
rather than built into it. 

Notum Wars also adds vehicles. For pro- 
hibitive sums of money, owners of this 
expansion can buy sleek cars and aircraft to 
move cross-country more easily. It’s unfortu- 
nate the game incorporates something so 
practical as a status symbol rather than a 


player aid. Owners of the expansion pack 
also have the exclusive ability to use 


” bb ” bbe 


hotkeys to say “help’, “heal”, “incoming’, 
“run’, ‘yes’, and “no” out loud to those near- 
by. This feature is even less helpful than it 
sounds considering how rarely it’s used. 

And that’s it. Towers, cars, and six words. 
These are the sort of additions that belong 
in a patch. No one patient enough to wait 
out Funcom’s fumbled initial release should 
have to pay for the stuff included here, 
particularly when you consider how much 
new content you get in similarly priced 
expansions for EverQuest and Dark Age of 
Camelot. Yet Anarchy Online's long-suffer- 
ing and faithful players are just the people 
who have to shell out $20 to use these fea- 
tures. New players can just pick up Notum 
Wars and get a full copy of Anarchy Online 
thrown in, with the first month of play cov- 
ered in the bargain. Longtime players have 
to pay for an upgrade in addition to their 
ongoing monthly fee. 

Funcom calls Notum Wars a “booster”, 
borrowing the term from those little packs 
of additional cards you can buy for col- 
lectible card games for about $3. Calling 
Notum Wars a booster also sets it apart 
from the upcoming Shadowlands, a full- 
fledged expansion that adds new locations, 
new classes, new skills, new items, new 
creatures, and new artwork. In other 
words, stuff you won't find in the Notum 
Wars “booster”. And if Funcom is going to 
be consistent with the collectible card 
game model, you can expect to pay about 
$70 for it. —Jom Chick 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Funcom 
ESRB Teen 
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Quatloo on the 
Newcomer!” 


The Gladiators 


ARXEL TRIBES’ cartoon-bright, stripped- 
down explosion jamboree The Gladiators 
(gotta love that “the”) is the gaming equiv- 
alent of a one-night stand, in this case one 
who can’t cook and has a gleaming yellow 
zit sealing her left eye shut. The story 
makes Flash Gordon look like Nabokov: you 
play ex-con ex-jarhead Greg D. Callahan 
whom, in the Late Seventies, took a wrong 
turn down a black hole and wound up in a 
humongous gladiator pit facing off against 
the robot general Maximix in an escalating 
series of arcade-style bloodbaths while an 
encircling mob of totally human-sounding 
bloodthirsty aliens whooped and hollered 
on cue. Though Callahan's no slouch when 
it comes to blowing up ass both metallic 


ay men recognize no law superior to their 


desires, then they must fight when their desires 
collide.’ — R.H. Tawney; [right] Mettle vs. Aliens 
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and chitinous (his oft-uttered catch-phrase 
is, “Showtime!” and boy does he mean it), 
his alien captors are able and willing to 
clone backup units from Callahan’s memo- 
ries (of video games he’s played) to assist 
in giving him a fighting chance, including 
bazookas, tanks, and helicopters (the dis- 
tinctly Earth-like trees also have 
“Callahan’s memories” written all over 
them). Callahan needs as much help as he 
can get, since Maximix has been pro- 
grammed to cheat at every turn and taunt 
him mercilessly with barks of cruel laugh- 
ter. Luckily, the local princess, who has 
eyes for Callahan, shows up periodically to 
anxiously explain the functions of various 
power-ups. 

The gameplay starts off refreshingly 
simple, before degrading into frustratingly 
simple. There are no resources, base 
structures, or supply to worry about; you 
simply move Callahan and his forces 
around the map, take cover, scout, and 
fight. You can replenish casualties by 
cashing in “joker cards” at circular Spawn 
Zones you capture by occupying. Littering 
the landscape are various useful power- 
ups that heal groups of units, increase 
their damage, etc. Terrain effects are well 
integrated: hiding in the bushes renders 
you invisible, heights increase your attack 
range, and so on. When battle is joined, 
The Gladiators stirs surprisingly and noisily 
to life. Robots, aliens, and infantry all fight, 


scream, and perish with resounding, rever- 
berant vigor. Despite a fairly shallow num- 
ber of unit types, the diversity and details 
of their appearance, animations, and cas- 
cading shades of spewing energy-ordi- 
nance more than make up for it. Likewise, 
the single-player campaigns compensate 
for their combined brevity by being steadi- 
ly more grueling. 

The Gladiators would come off more 
endearing if the “campy” dialogue were 
better written (a la Freedom Force), but 
that would be especially true if the high 
didn’t wear off so soon. Once you've seen 
Callahan’s tanks, Maximis’s Tarantulas, and 
Fargass’s flying Skyleeds and Kezaat 
Masters in devastating action a few times, 
it feels like enough. 

Multiplayer’s a mixed bag. There are 
only a few deathmatch levels; the majority 
are Co-op versions of the single-player 
mission tree, the differences being mutual- 
ly shared units with up to three other play- 
ers but denial of the ability to save your 
progress. You can’t set game difficulty or, 
worse, game speed, let alone remap 
hotkeys. You can’t make your hero on the 
move a rally point for fresh troops. Even 
the game’s simple “galactic circus” prem- 
ise doesn't feel fleshed out. There’s a run- 
ning score onscreen but you gain no tan- 
gible advantages from running it higher. 
You can hear the crowd when you’re doing 
well but it’s almost impossible to get a 


good look at them, even when zoomed all 
the way out, save during the opening 
cutscenes of each mission. And damnit, 
there’s just no sense of the alien/cosmic; 
every character is earnest, dull, doing 
1950s dialogue in a 70s setting. The three 
factions aren't quite balanced, either. 
Maximix’s robots seem generally more 
robust pound for pound than Callahan's 
Marines, with Fargass’s Zerg-like hordes 
falling somewhere between. It’s satisfying 
to watch your smaller, fortified force deci- 
mate wave upon wave of clawed dorkins 
as the crowd roars and roars, but also a 
bit sad to realize such victory derives more 
from the suicidal mindlessness of the Al 
than any real effort on your part. Just to 
clarify, the battles-to-reloads ratio steep- 
ens fast. 

The Gladiators means well, but in the 
end, it exists only as chewing gum for the 
eyes and should be factored into any gam- 
ing budget or scheduled accordingly. Even 
infinite ones. —Kelly Wand 

DEVELOPER Eugen Systems * PUBLISHER 
Arxel Tribes * ESRB Teen 


Shiny Yet Dull 


Total Immersion Racing 
x * 


TOTAL IMMERSION RACING is as bland 
as its name. The Razorworks-developed GT 
racing game boasts a good selection of 
showroom-shiny cars and famous tracks, 
but it lacks options, features controls that 
border on the unresponsive, and is missing 
a personality. 

Aside from the right-hand drive denoting 
the GT circuit's veddy British origins, this 
game is as devoid of color as a D.W. Griffith 
movie. The expected stable of official tracks 
and racing big shots are present, repre- 
senting impressive names like Silverstone, 
Audi, and Bentley, although much Is locked 
out at the beginning of play. Game modes 
feature the usual single race, career, and 
time trial options, along with the more 
intriguing challenge feature where you race 
certain models to unlock cars and tracks. 
But there is no support for network or 
online multiplayer racing, even though you 
can race a friend on the same machine. 

The physics are unremarkable. They lean 
toward ease of use, as spinning out is 
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impossible no matter how recklessly you 
corner. The damage model is charitable 
even with violent collisions, but it isn’t as 
flexible as those in an arcade racer. 
Opposing drivers are supposed to have 
emotions that affect their skills and cause 
them to bear grudges over aggressive 
moves, though we saw no evidence of this 
during races. Steering is both unresponsive 
and overly sensitive, requiring you to alter- 
nate between white-thumb pressure and 
feather-light taps on the gamepad. 
Razorworks tried to walk the line between 
rigorous simulation and twitch racer and 
came up with a wishy-washy formula 
unlikely to please anyone. 

The only thing memorable about Jota/ 
Immersion Racing is its graphics. 
Razorworks has done a great job with the 
vehicles, which sparkle like they were just 
driven out of a car wash, and provided 
variable shadow effects that remind you of 
driving on a summer day. But even these 
agreeable frills don’t offset the tedious 
nature of the rest of the package. Unless 
you've got a fetish for Brit racing, there are 
many better options out there. —Brett Todd 

DEVELOPER Razorworks * PUBLISHER 
Empire Interactive * ESRB Everyone 


Beauty Without 
Brains 


Enclave 
kk kk 


ENCLAVE IS A port of a good Xbox title 
that, due to a slightly cumbersome control 
scheme and a Japanese-gaming obsessed 
media, didn’t get quite the reception it 
deserved. Fortunately, developer 
Starbreeze Studios has ratcheted the 
translation up a notch, with gorgeous visu- 
als that exceed even the eye-popping 
Xbox imagery and a completely overhauled 
mouse-and-keyboard control scheme. Best 
of all, it's a stunner even on mid-range 
machines: despite extremely high-resolu- 
tion textures, dynamic shadows, and a load 
of lighting effects and filters enabled, it 
merrily dishes out high frame rates. 

The technical polish is complimented 
by an art style best described as a deter- 
mined riff on the Warhammer look, with 
an exaggerated emphasis on skeletal fig- 
ures, great swathes of rusty iron, and 
spikes galore. It works well because of a 
lack of pretension; this is a game of may- 
hem first, with what little story there is 
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serving only as a basic excuse to pummel 
goblins and demons. 

If it seems that graphics are emphasized, 
it is with good reason: the heart of an early 
90s arcade title beats loudly within its 
heavily bump-mapped breast. Each level is 
distinctly memorable, in large part due to 
the tight event scripting, which guarantees 
that every yard of progress offers up a new 
ambush or trap that must be navigated. 
Enemy types run the gamut from hulking 
Orc Deathcrafters to agile Elven Archers, 
with each subsequent mission introducing 
a new face or three in the opposition. 
Monstrous bosses regularly punctuate 
each campaign, with a few that evoke the 
puzzle-like nature of a major foe from 
Legend of Zelda, and others that rely purely 
on your ability to run and gun. 


ENCLAVE: [clockwise from top] Environments 
are treacherous as well as beautiful; Did we 
mention this game looks great?; The water 
effects are decidedly less gelatinous than the 
original Xbox version. 
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There are two campaigns: one for Light 
and one for Dark. Each campaign spans 
about 13 missions, with new characters 
unlocked as you progress through the 
game. Of the two campaigns, the Dark one 
is more interesting, largely because the 
early level designs are better, and there’s a 
bit more emphasis on basic puzzle-solving 
along with the beatings you administer to 
hapless elves. Each character can pur- 
chase new weapons and armor between 
levels using purloined loot, and in many 
missions, success will be determined not 
only by appropriate character choice but by 
the type of weapon you use. Most of these 
decisions are pretty obvious—taking a fire- 
ball staff into a lava pit is pretty knuckle- 
headed, even for an orc—but even when 
you take the prissy druidess into a hard- 
core melee, the game still gives you ample 
opportunities to survive. Beat each cam- 
paign and you unlock a few ridiculously 
overpowered secret characters; it’s not 
much of a reward, but hey, arcade games 
are all about the journey. 

Despite the stylish Heavy Metal aesthetic 


and tight controls, there are a few quib- 
bles. While good scripting is often prefer- 
able to a bot-like Al in single-player hack- 
em-ups like this, there are a few too many 
melee-type foes charging headlong at you. 
On the other hand, the level design goes a 
long way in providing you with alternatives 
to circle-strafing in terms of cover and 
support options. The save system is purely 
console-style, with regular waypoints that 
capture your progress. Overall, the devel- 
oper does a pretty good job with obstacle 
placement given that this save approach 
was a deliberate design choice, but it bears 
noting that repetitive deaths from insta-kill 
environmental hazards weren't exactly the 
height of fun back in 1988, either. A quick 
save for the tourist style of gamer wouldn't 
have been an unhappy compromise. 
Finally, given its linear multi-character, 
arcade-style design, it screams for a multi- 
player mode. 

Altogether, Enclave isn’t a clever game, 
nor is it an ambitious one. It isn’t as “deep” 
as Blade of Darkness, nor as story-laden as 
Soul Reaver 2. \t offers a more visceral and 
focused experience than either title. Much 
like the unsung Heretic 2, its environments 
and special effects are the stars, not its 
combat complexities or characters. If 
you're looking for a quality fantasy beat- 
em-up with more brawn and beauty than 
brains, it’s a winning choice. 

—Douglas L. Erickson 

DEVELOPER Starbreeze Studios 

PUBLISHER Vivendi Universal * ESRB Mature 


A Spoonful 
of Bland 


Highland Warriors 
KKK Kk & 


HIGHLAND WARRIORS |S a vanilla real- 
time strategy game set in the Scottish 
Highlands during the pseudo-era of Robert 
the Bruce and William Wallace. It’s not 
meant to be an accurate portrayal of 
medieval combat, as leaders possess 
“magical” skills such as being able to kill a 
single unit with the click of a button. 
However, if the idea of hacking off the 
limbs of English soldiers with frothing 
face-painted Scots gets your motor run- 
ning, then this is your game. 
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HIGHLAND WARRIORS: Zooming in during combat gets you really close to the action...not tha 


ed 
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you’d be able to play the game from such a viewpoint. 


You know you're in for a humdrum 
experience when the biggest novelty is that 
peasants earn ranks and become master 
craftsmen in a particular niche (chopping 
trees, mining, or gathering food). The prob- 
lem is that it takes about a minute for a 
peasant to earn one, so in a matter of 
moments you're leading a legion of master 
workers. If you instruct a master miner to 
gather food, he does it at a much slower 
rate because farming isn’t his specialty. It’s 
an interesting idea, but in the end, it just 
gets in the way of things. 

The core game is Real-time Strategy 
101: gather resources, build a base, build 
an army, send a mob of units to find the 
bad guys, kill them, and move on to the 
next mission. The Al is basic in that it’s not 
horrible, but it’s not going to surprise you 
too often, either. Common problems, such 
as unit pathfinding, are niggling issues that 
drive home the notion that you are playing 
something that doesn't stand out for any 
other reason aside from the fact that it’s 
stable and has William Wallace. There’s a 
lot of game here, though—four campaigns, 
each containing ten missions using three 
unique Clans as well as the English, a skir- 
mish mode (no random maps), a map edi- 
tor, and full multiplayer support. 

There isn't anything painfully awful 
about Highland Warriors, but there’s very 
little to get overly excited about. 

—William Abner 

DEVELOPER Soft Enterprises * PUBLISHER 

Data Becker + ESRB Teen 


Road Rage 


Bandits: Phoenix Uprising 


DESPITE ITS AWKWARD name, Bandits: 
Phoenix Uprising has nothing to do with 
petty thieves or fiery birds. Instead, it’s a 
console-like combat driving game with just 
enough panache to make the French blush. 

The Wolfpack clan is out for justice with 
you playing as Fennec and his feisty side- 
kick Rewdalf. As in most post-apocalyptic 
worlds, the only things to survive are dune 
buggy-esque vehicles and surplus 
weaponry. Throughout the 24 levels, 
Fennec and Rewdalf find themselves 
destroying nearly everything, escorting a 
few things, and running like mad from 
overwhelming odds. 


The usual cast of weaponry is present: 
machine guns, shotguns, rocket launchers, 
et al. What makes Bandits stand out is its 
unique control, pretty graphics, and its 
physics engine. While it’s best to play most 
driving games with a wheel, this game is 
essentially a third-person shooter on 
wheels, meaning a keyboard/mouse com- 
bination is perfect. You toggle the unique 
YGWYL (you go where you look) control 
with a key, meaning driving in one direc- 
tion and shooting in another is not only 
possible, but necessary. 

It certainly won't disappoint those that 
have refinanced their home for the latest 
video card. If you have the muscle, Bandits 
will take advantage of it, including chrome 
and bump mapping, pixel shading, and 
hardware T&L. Only the explosions seem 
like a letdown after all the eye candy the 
scenery provides. 

The physics engine is also excellent, if 
a bit over-the-top. While it’s possible to 
tip enemies over or go rolling down a hill 
in roof-wheels-roof-wheels style, it’s 
almost impossible to sit still. Given the 
pace of the game, this is a minor issue, 
but at times, the vehicle is perhaps a tad 
too jumpy. 

The only letdown is the difficulty level. 
While the first third of the game is pass- 
able in a few hours, the difficulty goes from 
sort-of-hard to pull-your-hair-out-insane 
without warning. 

Even with its sometimes infuriating diffi- 
culty level (think the last 45-minute-no- 
break-boss-battle from Serious Sam), 
Bandits is an out-of-left-field action driving 
game that satisfies your inner Mel Gibson. 
—Kevin Rice 

DEVELOPER Grin * PUBLISHER Pan Vision 
ESRB Teen 


The vehicles have a lot of 
visual detail and are graphics 
buzzword friendly; [below] 
The physics engine is excel- 
lent, if a bit over-the-top. 
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BY ANDREW S. BUB 


WITH A NAME like World of Outlaws, it’s easy to think of post- 
apocalyptic Australian desert vistas and mohawked badguys 
chasing Mel Gibson for precious, precious gasoline. Well, you’d 
be partly right, the developer does indeed hail from the land 
down under, but Mel Gibson is nowhere to be found and the only 
Mohawks are possibly hidden under racing helmets and 
rollcages. Instead of Mad Max, World of Outlaws is based on the 
exploits of real world road warriors who ply the mud and muck in 
funny looking Sprint cars. 

For a couple of years now, Ratbag Studios has been quietly 
putting out some of the finest, deepest, and most satisfying rac- 
ing games ever seen, despite the games’ budget prices. The 
developers keep the focus on track by providing all the options, 
settings, realism, and career depth hardcore racing fans crave, 
while keeping the menus friendly and accessible to the casual 
crowd. World of Outlaws: Sprint Car Racing focuses on the lucra- 
tive but not yet mainstream dirt track racing that sort of stands 
as America’s answer to Europe's Rally series. It’s quick, dirty, and 
thrilling, yet retains all the skill requirements and even strategy of 
more respected racing like Formula 1 and NASCAR. Ratbag has 
done a beautiful job bringing it to the PC. 

Based on Pennzoil’s World of Outlaws series, a short sprint car 
racing circuit where buggies are outfitted with creative spoilers 


84 COMPUTER GAMES | 05.2003 


Deep, Dirty, Cheap Thrills! 


World of Outlaws: Sprint Cars continues 
Ratbag’s string of stellar budget racing games 


Ham Rea: 


[clockwise from left] Nudging opponents is a 
great way to get ahead; Rounding the turn in a 
pack is dangerous; Not good, you can slide but 
it’s better to do so upright. 


that look, and 
act, as Sails 
designed to 
keep these 
lightweight cars stable while literally sliding sideways through 
turns at 1OOMPH, the game is fully licensed. It features twelve 
circuits all lovingly rendered down to the last mud clod, and a 
host of drivers modeled after their real-world counterparts. Once 
again, Ratbag uses its solid physics engine to perfectly recreate 
the feel of slip-sliding in the mud on bouncy rubber tires and 
their sturdy graphics engine to great effect. The cars and tracks 
look great; as does the gradual transition from day to night (cool 
sunsets). Staying too close to the back end of your rivals has the 
added danger of caking your windshield with mud and obscuring 
your view. 

Ratbag offers gearheads all the garage options they could 
want, letting them tweak pretty much every part of the car. Better 
tires help keep your footing at the expense of speed, extra weight 
is helpful around the turns, and a more muscular engine gives 
you the boost you need to move ahead of the pack safely. It’s a 
little daunting for the non-mechanically inclined, but extensive 
arcade options let you keep things realistic enough while furnish- 
ing you with an already tricked out ride. 


In Arcade Mode, you can try a Time 
Attack (race against your own ghost), 
single race on any track, and a 
Championship. A practice run prefaces 
each race, which is essentially a qualify- 
ing run that determines starting place, 
and then comes the main event. The 
race Al is outstanding, with certain driv- 
ers performing consistently on each 
race. You learn to avoid certain cars 
because that driver is a little too aggres- 
sive, constantly trying to nose you into 
the wall. It's tough to pass the pack at 
high speed while simultaneously spin- 
ning your wheels in a power 
slide designed to take you into 
the next straightaway. Even 
more challenging is the short- 
track nature of this beast where, 
generally, a couple stragglers 
get lapped at least once, letting 
the slowpoke knock out the 
leader with a well-timed maneu- 
ver. The result and resultant 
sense of speed is nail-bitingly 
tense and convincing. 

As if that wasn’t enough 
World of Outlaws also sports 
both a surprisingly deep and 
convincing career mode and 
working multiplayer. (OQpponents 
are admittedly hard to come by 
online, but you can’t beat it on a 
LAN.) In the career mode, you 
begin at a locker and buy your first car, 
outfitting it accordingly, and then it’s off 
to nationwide practice tracks until you're 
ready for the big money and your first 
real event. The amateur Al racers are 
just as convincing as their professional 
counterparts, and through a series of 
clever menus the entire real-world rac- 
ing calendar is open in front of you. 

Oval tracks and realistic physics may 
not be for everyone but anyone curious 
and willing to stick with it will find World 
of Outlaws: Sprint Car Racing one of the 
deepest and most addictive racing 
experiences available for any platform. 
And at the budget price, you might even 
save enough money to put toward a 
force feedback steering wheel and ped- 
als set up. 

DEVELOPER Ratbag * PUBLISHER 
Infogrames * ESRB Everyone 


| Was Mildly 
Entertained! 


| Was An Atomic Mutant! 
*k * 


| WAS AN Atomic Mutant casts you in the 
role of one of four giant monsters bent on 
destroying mankind and racking up points 
doing it. It's pure arcade mayhem, and if 
you're a fan of the kind of hyperbolic 
Atomic age giant monster movies they 
used to make fun of on Mystery Science 
Theater 3000, the setting and concept 
couldn't be more enjoyable. 

Four beasties are available: There's a 50 
foot tall woman with a mean streak, a giant 
Brain that can transform people into duck- 
sies and bears, a giant lizard named 
Reptomicus, and a one-eyed space mon- 
ster piloting a giant attack robot which 
neatly riffs on both HG Wells and Kang and 
Kodos from The Simpsons. Each critter has 
five weapons that all pretty much do the 
same thing; destroy buildings and people. 
The game is in third-person and the goal 
in both the Arcade and Monster mode is to 
rack up points by destroying everything in 
your path. The former gives you three lives, 
and the latter gives you only one. 
Gimmicks abound: you can click the right 
mouse button and watch yourself on the 


The Brain, in glorious black and white; [below] 
You can watch yourself in the theater, but you 
can’t play the game that way. 
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big screen (Movie Theater or Drive-In) in 
order to, as the manual puts it, “cheer 
yourself on,” (it’s impossible to play this 
way), and you can also play the whole 
game in grainy black and white. 

The problem is that developer Canopy 
Games seems to have spent their entire 
budget on clever extras like the terrific 
music and grainy previews that marry 
footage from real B-movies movies and in- 
game graphics. It just lacks the gameplay 
needed to back it all up. It isn’t as fun as 
the cheesy movies that inspired it, or even 
as Challenging as earlier takes on the con- 
cept like Crush, Crumble, & Chomp or 
Rampage. The result is four cool-looking 
monsters running through poorly rendered 
cities that blow up blandly, and arcade 
thrills nowhere near the level achieved by 
equally mindless arcade coin-ops 20 years 
ago. It’s better to spend your $20 on old 
movie rentals and some tasty popcorn. 
—Andrew S. Bub 

DEVELOPER Canopy Games * PUBLISHER 
Valusoft * ESRB Teen 


SCORE! 2505 J 
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Fated to be Forgotten 


Shadow of Destiny 


x*y 


WITH THE RECENT dearth of quality 
adventure games, it isn’t wise to look a gift 
horse in the mouth, even if it comes in the 
form of a questionable first-generation 
PlayStation 2 port. Shadow of Destiny is an 
unremarkably easy adventure game that 
gained some small notoriety on two fronts: 
one, it was one the first few non-sucky 
titles to enter the early PS2 library; and 


bargain bin 


Freedom Force 


This real-time strategy take on comic 
books is now a perfect buy for latter- 
day friends of old Marvel at just 15 
bucks. The superheroes contained 
therein may not come from the famed 
Marvel Comics House of Ideas, but the 
Silver Age spirit has been fully real- 
ized right down to the Jack Kirby- 
inspired artwork. ’Nuff said. 
[Electronic Arts/2002] 
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two, it featured an interesting examination 
of the time travel paradox in the form of its 
key gameplay element. 

see, when the game starts, the painfully 
pretty-boy protagonist is dead. Eike Kusch, 
a sometime resident of a sleepy German 
town, has just been murdered, and the key 
to his survival lies in altering the hours sur- 
rounding his death so that his murder 
becomes impossible. This can be simple, 
like traveling back thirty minutes into the 
past and getting a companion to watch his 
back, or it can be as complicated as alter- 
ing the very ancestry of certain townspeo- 
ple. Multiple endings encourage replay, 
although the plot branches that lead to 
them are clearly telegraphed. 

As a port, Shadow of Destiny ain't a look- 
er. The PS2 is not much of a texture pusher, 
and the high-resolution graphics of the PC 
simply exacerbate the issue. The angular, 
gender-neutral look of the key male charac- 
ters may drive the Japanese shoyjo wild, but 
to roughneck American gamers weaned on 
murder sims, it’s a hard sell. Lastly, the game 
itself is really easy; most of the time travel 
puzzles are largely simple to solve in the 
copious amounts of time granted the player. 

Shadow of Destiny is an amusing waste 
of eight hours for adventure game fans, 
but other than its core gimmick of solving 
a murder before it happens, it’s something 
we've all seen before. —Douglas L. Erickson 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Konami 
ESRB Teen 


KONAMI COLLECTOR’S SERIES: CASTLEVANIA & 
CONTRA Konami/Everyone * 2 If you’ve 
been playing games for 20 years, you prob- 
ably fondly remember those fine Konami 
games for the 8-bit Nintendo Entertainment 
System. What was once the pinnacle of 
sophistication now only serves as a painful 
reminder of just how far games have come. 
This 5-in-1 pack gives you three Castlevania 
and two Contra games from that bygone 
era, in one whopping 6M.B install. The con- 
trols are clunky, unresponsive, and awk- 
ward; a faithful reproduction of the limits of 
the original console. The graphics and 
sound are so accurately awful that, even 
though you mercilessly gun down hordes of 
people in the Contra games, the ESRB has 
still given this an “Everyone” rating. If you 
can stand it, there’s a whole lot of old- 
school gaming here. But if you’re so nostal- 
gic that you need to have all things 
Castlevania or Contra, you've probably 
already bought this and are happy with it. If 
not, you're better off scratching your ret- 
rogaming itch with something not quite so 
ancient. —Jason Cross 


BIG SCALE RACING Summitsoft/Everyone 

*& *& 2 Though it doesn’t come close to the 
heights of the under-appreciated Re-Volt, 
Big Scale Racing is a respectable R/C rac- 
ing game. It has entertainingly plausible 
physics, thoroughly annoying (though real- 
istic) sounds, and solid controls. It doesn’t 
let you configure your car, and despite the 
included tracks being of a pretty high level 
of quality, there are only six of them in 
total. While faster vehicles deliver an enor- 
mous challenge even for the most skilled 
players, after running through a single 
championship, there’s little left to do 
except to try and unlock them, and repeti- 
tion sets in. It’s still enjoyable in short 
bursts, though. —Steve Bauman 


[clockwise from top left] Drome Racers; Island Xtreme Stunts; American Idol 


ANTZ EXTREME RACING Empire/Everyone * V2 
Arriving four years after the movie, this kart 
racing game features those lovable social- 
ists from the DreamWorks movie, and no, 
it's not Spielberg, Katzenberg, and/or 
Geffen. These particular “antz” are unfortu- 
nate enough to be trapped in a bad racing 
game with few ties to the movie. It’s a 
remarkably unremarkable game with awful 
controls, boring tracks, a completely out- 
there soundtrack, and constant buzzing 
sounds that grate. Where’s the personality? 
Or failing that, at least some decent game- 
play? It's enough to bring a tear to the eye 
of Karl Marx. —SB 


AMERICAN IDOL Vivend/ Universal/Everyone 
* */2 The game version of American Idol is 
a watered down version of the show, lack- 
ing the mean-spiritedness that essentially 
turns it into an overly produced version of 
“The Gong Show.’ You create a contestant, 
give them “edgy” haircuts and looks, and 
send them out on a board game that pits 
them against another challenger. The game 
comes with a microphone, and you can 
sing a dozen or so songs, karaoke-style, 
which is surprisingly effective. Your charac- 
ter can also perform dance moves in a 
simplified Dance Dance Revolution-style 
minigame. The board game format gives it 
a bit of randomness, and despite there 


being almost no challenge, it’s still a sur- 
prisingly amusing diversion. —SB 


ISLAND XTREME STUNTS Lego /nteractive/ 
Everyone **** It’s Grand Theft LEGO, 
or maybe Super LEGO Sunshine. Either 
way you look at it, this candy-colored 
LEGO-esque world is full of clever game- 
play. You're Pepper, a stuntman, and you 
can ride around the island on your skate- 
board, pretending you're Tony Hawk, or 
take on missions, do stunts for movies, 
drive vehicles, fly planes, sky dive, or just 
run around looking for LEGO pieces. It has 
terrific graphics, better sound and music 
(the LEGO songs are great), and surpris- 
ingly entertaining gameplay. —SB 


DROME RACERS Lego /nteractive/Everyone 
%*& & 1/2 This surprisingly good futuristic 
racing game is a direct descendent of the 
intense and action-packed Ro//cage games 
from Psygnosis. It has a lot of depth for a 
budget game, with quick races, arcade 
action, career modes featuring upgrade- 
able vehicles, in drag, off-road, and city 
races. The handling is squirrelly, just like it 
was in Rollcage, and it’s so fast races often 
turn into complete chaos. But it’s incredibly 
good-looking and very LEGO-esque, and 
that’s always a good thing. —SB 


Conquer Japan 

Reiner Knizia’s Samurai is a computer 
adaptation of a board game by, sur- 
prisingly enough, Reiner Knizia. It’s a 
very simple-to-learn, difficult-to-mas- 
ter strategy game set in Japan, where 
you’re a warlord trying to unify the 
country. You must obtain pledges of 
loyalty from the three social castes— 
clergy, peasants, and nobles—by 
securing their tiles. You place pieces 
on the map and they exert influence 
on fixed squares. Through careful 
placement of your pieces, you can 
conquer the map over your computer 
or human opponent. It looks and 
sounds good, has a good tutorial, 
plays incredibly quickly, and is sur- 
prisingly deep for such a simple game. 
It comes highly recommended to any 
fan of turn-based strategy. [Klear 
Games, www.klear.com] 
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Hot Card or 


Hot Air? 


You'll know the GeForce FX 5800 Ultra 


has finally arrived because you'll hear it 
two blocks away 


BY JASON CROSS 


"Al THIS POINT we're supposed to have a video that comes up, 
not a short Chinese guy holding an add-in card,” says NVIDIA 
CEO Jen-Hsun Huang. He’s smiling, as he almost always does in 
public, but you can tell he’s frustrated. Standing on a stage in 
front of a couple hundred press and analysts at Comdex in 
November of last year to unveil the company’s most significant 


product since the original GeForce, he has reached the point in his 
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speech where a video should play, showing lots of developers 
praising the new card's technology. But the screens behind him 
aren't changing. It wasn’t supposed to go this way. “It’s not like we 
didn't rehearse this.” 

Last May, NVIDIA showed its new technology. The company 
was quick to point out that Doom /// was running on an early ver- 
sion of ATl’s Radeon 9700 only because it was available, as 
NVIDIA's chip would “tape out” (send the design to the chip fab- 
rication plant) later that month. All the other NVIDIA graphics 
cards have taken just over 100 days from tape out to product 
availability, so we would see what would become the GeForce FX 
by September or October. It would be another three or four 
months before the first customers actually get their hands on it. 
This is not what we've come to expect from a company famous 
for its execution. 

Unfortunately, neither is the finished video card. This is a dra- 
matic new architecture for NVIDIA graphics chips. The “GeForce 
FX” name reflects the start of a new series, and how this is the 
first product fully designed with the aid of the engineers the 
company acquired after 3dfx folded. CG effects in the movies are 
created by running complicated programs on each vertex and 
pixel, termed “shaders.” GeForce FX is optimized to run fairly 


complex shaders, and can run more complex vertex and pixel 
programs than the Radeon 9700 Pro, going beyond the 2.0 shad- 
er spec defined in DirectX 9. It is, for lack of a better description, 
more of a “pixel processor” than a “pixel blaster,” and therein 
lies the catch: current games don’t need a pixel processor, they 
need a pixel blaster. It’s clear that PC gamers are headed in the 
direction of more advanced shaders, but for now only simple 
shaders are used, if any, and the rest is good old multiple-pass 
texturing and blending. 

The first card in the GeForce FX line is the 5800 Ultra, a product 
so troubled that it will only be produced in limited quantities. It 
has a core graphics chip running at a staggering 500MHz, with 
DDR2 RAM running at a whopping 1GHz. Like the Radeon 9700 
series, it has eight pipelines, so you would think it’s really great at 
blasting pixels 
up on the 
screen—500MHz 
times eight pix- 
els equals a 
whole lot of fill 
rate. But it 
seems, and 
NVIDIA is 
unclear about 
this issue, that in 
the simple situa- 
tions used in 
many current 
games it only 
draws four pixels 
at a time, not 
eight. The mem- 
ory bus is limited 
to 128bits, while 
All's top cards 
feature a 256-bit interface, so even at such super high clock 
speeds the 5800 Ultra has about 25% less memory bandwidth. 
This gives ATl’s card an advantage in many games, and at 
extremely high resolutions. In testing, the GeForce FX was faster 
at moderate resolutions and with some of the more advanced 
games, but crank it up to 1600x1200 or run slightly less complex 
games and the Radeon 9700 Pro pulls ahead. 

Fortunately, the GeForce FX architecture is very efficient. It does 


: 1280 x 1024 NO ANTI-ALIASING : 
3DMark 2001 SE (100s) 


3DMark 2003 (100s) 
Unreal Tournament 2K3 


Serious Sam SE 


NOLF 2 


Aquanox 


Radeon 9700 Pro & 
GEForce FX — 


EAS PE FD ST BRR AE ERIN REE, 


Ene ean oar 


| AROUND THE CORNER 


SEERA PAUN SCENE SSN MRT a A BT SHOR SR SN RR aS RS Ra 


The 5800 Ultra might be NVIDIA's biggest misstep in years, 
but it’s not the end of the line. 


GEFORCE FX 5800 


The version of the NV30 chip most consumers will see will 
come in the non-ultra 5800, which runs with the core at 
400MHz and the RAM at 800MHz, allowing it to operate with 
traditional cooling. It should still prohibit use of the neighbor- 
ing PCI slot, but at least it will operate at a normal volume. 


GEFORCE FX 5600 

This revision takes the NV30 chip and 
pares it down to four pipelines instead 
of eight, greatly reducing chip size 
and cost. And speed. It will not use 
DDR2 memory, but at prices from 
$179 to $199 with all the features of 
the 5800, it might be a much better 
product overall. 


GEFORCE FX 5200 

The budget version just takes the 
same architecture and moves it down 
to two pipelines. The cache sizes and 
some of the compression technolo- 
gies are absent from this version of 
the chip, and with only two pipelines 
it's likely to be significantly slower, 
but talking about cards in the $99-149 
range here. And no more MX fiasco; 
all the functionality will still be there. 


NV35 | 

It hasn't been named yet ("GeForce FX 2" perhaps?), and : 
almost no details are available, but NVIDIA is hard at work 

beefing up its current high-end chip for a design that will, it 

| 
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claims, totally reclaim desktop dominance. It may show up 
before the third quarter, and it's expected to address the issues 
of memory bandwidth and noise present in the 5800 Ultra, 
among other enhancements. 
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a good job of discarding unnecessary pixels compressing data to 
make the most out of its bandwidth. It suffers much less perform- 
ance loss from anti-aliasing than the previous generation, and 
NVIDIA's new anisotropic filtering technique is a lot like ATI's in 
that it changes based on the need in the scene, and thus incurs 
only a small performance drop. It’s subjective, but the AA and 
aniso filtering on the GeForce FX, while very good, look slightly 
worse than that on the Radeon 9700 Pro. The design is very flexi- 
ble, though, and chances are good there will be significant per- 
formance gains through further driver optimization. 

And then there’s the FX-Flow. This is what Huang called a “rev- 
olutionary” new cooling system to be used on all the 5800 Ultra 
cards, which he promised that huge room full of people would be 
“absolutely silent.” It’s a big plastic enclosure that occupies the 
neighboring PCI slot and sucks cool air from behind your machine, 
circulating it over a big metal heat sink, and then blows it back out 
the case again. It sounds like a hair dryer. It’s probably the loudest 
piece of hardware we've ever put in a PC. During testing, people 


would actually stop by the door and say, “my god, is that the 
machine?” The fan turns off when you're just doing normal work in 
Windows, as the card lowers its clock speeds to run cooler, but 
then it cranks up to that deafening whine as soon as you fire up 
anything that uses 3D. 

It has taken the GeForce FX so long to get to market that the 
5800 Ultra isn't actually going up against ATI’s Radeon 9700 Pro, 
but the updated 9800 Pro. What's left with is a card that should 
probably be very good with future games that use a lot of shaders, 
but there is no way to test that functionality since there are no 
games that support those features. It’s only marginally better, and 
sometimes slower, with current games than the card ATI has had 
out for six months. If you can get your hands on one for about 
$400, you have to contend with a cooling mechanism that creates 
an absurd amount of noise. Maybe future cards based on the chip 
will fare better, but this one is not worth the asking price. 

—Jason Cross 
MANUFACTURERS Various * MSRP $399 


Silent but Deadly 


Sapphire Atlantis Pro 9700 Ultimate Edition 
kkk KS, 


WITH ALL the talk about the GeForce FX’s loud 
cooling system on the Ultra model, it’s interesting 
to take a look at the other side of the fence, a 
high-end video card that features totally pas- 
sive, and therefore silent, cooling. Sapphire’s 
Atlantis Pro 9700 takes a standard Radeon 
9700 Pro and replaces its normal cooling 
with a giant metal monstrosity that uses 
a heat pipe to transfer heat to even 
more heat sink on the back. As if 
this wasn’t enough metal, there are 
heat sinks on the RAM, too. All this 
cooling makes the card so wide that you can’t put 
anything in the neighboring PCI slot, but the upshot 
is that there’s no fan at all, so it never contributes 
even the slightest hum to that god-awful racket coming 
from your case. 

The Ultimate Edition is designed for hardcore gamers, and 
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comes with a pretty detailed tweak utility 
that lets you overclock to your heart's content 
and adjust all kinds of visual settings in the driver, even setting 
up profiles for individual games. You'll also find full versions 
: of Soldier of Fortune // and Return to Castle Wolfenstein 
\ in the box, along with PowerDVD, so the bundle is 
. rather attractive. 
When it came to cranking up the clock, it 
. was only able to sustain a stable 
F core/memory clock speed of 344/344 
MHz, up from the standard 324/310. This 
F delivers an extra three-percent performance 
boost, which is hardly enough to notice with- 
out looking at the benchmark numbers. Still, the 
9700 is a great chip, it’s neat to see a passively- 
cooled high end card, and it has a great software 
bundle. —Jason Cross 
MANUFACTURER Sapphire * MSRP S399 
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A Fistful of Radeons 


All's spring lineup rounds out the 9000 series from top to bottom 


IT’S BEEN HALF a year since ATI unveiled its Radeon 9700 Pro, and since that’s the equiva- 
lent of 20 years in video card time, enter the new generation. This spring, that means a whole 
slew of new products in both the desktop and mobile markets. 

On the desktop side, the new big boy of the Canadian company’s lineup is the Radeon 
9800 Pro. This is essentially a tweaked version of 
the 9700 Pro, operating at higher clock speeds. 

One significant change is the addition of 
what they call the “F-buffer” or fragment 
buffer, which allows the card to run 
infinitely long pixel shader opera- 
tions, albeit not without reading 
and writing to main memory a 
lot. We're assured this 
requires an actual 

change in silicon and 

it's just Some driver 

tweak, so it'll only be on 

the 9800 cards. Some of the 
internal buffers have been tuned up as 
well, making 6X anti-aliasing modes faster and 
compression has been beefed up, too. In a couple months, 

there will even be a 256M1B version of these cards, but expect to pay 
even more than the $399 the 128MB model will cost. 

Then there's the 9600 Pro. This is ATI's first desktop chip to be manufactured using a .13 
micron process (the others still use the older .15 process). This allows the chips to be smaller, 
cooler, and cheaper to produce. With four pixel pipelines instead of eight, It’s certainly going 
to be slower than the 9700, but it retains all the same features and should only cost about 
$169-199. Non-”Pro” cards running at slower clock speeds should cost about $30 less. 

Then there’s the Radeon 9200 Pro. This continues ATI’s misleading recent naming prac- 
tices by offering up a DirectX 8 class card, essentially a tweaked Radeon 8500, and giving it 
a number in the 9000 range. To add insult to injury, it might even be slower than the unpopu- 
lar Radeon 9100, which is basically a reduced-clock Radeon 8500 as well. At around $129- 
149 for the Pro version and as little as $99 for the basic model, these might be great budget 
cards, but don't be fooled into thinking you're getting more speed or features than the 
Radeon 8500. 

One of ATI’s most exciting new products will be the Mobility Radeon 9600. Appearing in 
notebooks real soon now, this brings full DirectX 9 support to laptops. In fact, it’s essentially 
the same as the desktop 9600, and should be just as fast, too. ATI is using new “GDDR2-M”" 
memory to keep speeds up and power consumption down, and one additional new feature is 
a thermal diode on the chip itself that can monitor temperature and automatically overclock 
the chip when it’s not running too hot. All of this with promised power consumption equal to 
their last high-end mobile chip—it’s perfect for taking your laptop to the LAN party. This sum- 
mer, a faster Pro version will be available.—Jason Cross 


Head to: www.microsoft.com/hwdev/platform/performance/fastboot 
— and download the bootvis.exe tool, then run it. Trace one reboot, 
which makes a file that you simply drag back into the bootvis tool to see 
detailed info on what the heck is going on when you power up. 


Don’t 
Reac 
This! 
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Vision Force 
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www.bycVISION.com 
Building Your Computer Inc. 


Prices, specifications, configurations, and availability may change without notice. Building Your Computer is not 
responsible for photographic or typographical errors. On-site service may be provided via contracted third party 
service not available in all areas. For complete information on our warranty, support, and on-site service, visit 
www .bycvision.com 


applied game theors 


The Limbaugh 
Baby 


Anything you play can and will be used against 
you in a court of law 


BY HENRY JENKINS AND KURT SQUIRE 


Last year, a federal district court judge, Stephen N. Limbaugh, 
ruled that the First Amendment does not protect videogames. 
The decision is currently under appeal with a ruling expected 
this spring. Limbaugh was reviewing a St. Louis law restricting 
the sale or display of violent videogames to youth and went 
much further than anyone anticipated. 

Plays, books, and movies enjoy constitutional protection. 
However, since videogames are a new media, Limbaugh 
demanded that the Interactive Digital Software Association 
demonstrate that games express ideas. Of course, one won- 
ders why a law protecting minors from violent content would 
be needed if videogames communicated no ideas. If left 
standing, the decision could stifle the artistic advancement of 


‘6 He wanted an across-the-board standard. Unless 


all games constituted meaningful expression, no 
games deserved constitutional protection.” 


games. Already, it has emboldened moral crusaders to launch 
a media war against Grand Theft Auto ///, and has inspired 
other laws restricting youth access to games. 

Ironically, it came at a moment when games were gaining 
respectability: the release of 7he Sims and current generation 
consoles had changed the tone of media coverage. For exam- 
ple, the Barbican, a leading arts institution, hosted a major 
exhibition showcasing the aesthetics of game design, and 
game studies is a growing academic discipline. 

The judge considered none of these factors, reaching his 
decision on the basis of four games. Limbaugh’s examination 
was so cursory that he mangled three of the titles, referring to 
Resident Evil as Resident of Evil Creek. Limbaugh also drew 
legal precedents from a 1982 case that had found that 
videogames at that point amounted to little more than techni- 
cal improvements to bingo or pinball. He assumed that games 
have evolved little since 1982. 

Limbaugh rejected protection for works that “entertained” 
but did not “inform.” Art can be meaningful if it shapes our 
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emotional experiences, and isn't that pretty much what we 
mean by entertainment? How often are we told that games 
aren't art because videogames companies are in the business 
of “making money?” All art originates in an economic context: 
artists depend on money to survive, whether from patrons, 
governments, or customers, so this line is less clear-cut than 
it might seem. Much of what we now consider art was yester- 
day’s popular culture. 

Limbaugh required that the meaning be clearly visible in 
the work itself, and be recognized in a consistent fashion by 
the majority of people who consumed it. Such standards don’t 
work when applied to a medium profoundly shaped by the 
user's participation. Games do not convey predictable mean- 
ings; they construct atmospheres that express certain atti- 
tudes and provide mechanisms that allow players to create 
their own meaningful experiences. Can anyone who has 
played such games as Morrowind, Black & White, or Deus Ex 
doubt that they express distinctive worldviews? 

Limbaugh was illiterate about games. He never played 
them; he watched cut scenes selected by the prosecutor and 
scripts submitted by the IDSA. Gamers know that playing a 
game is a very different kind of experience than watching 
one, and both are different from reading scripts. If you don’t 
experience the medium itself, how can you determine whether 
expression has occurred? 

Limbaugh tripped over the expansiveness of the term 
“game,” which refers to virtually all recreational uses of com- 
puters. He wanted an across-the-board standard. Unless all 
games constituted meaningful expression, no games 
deserved constitutional protection. But, games encompass not 
only electronic bingo or digital shooting gal- 
leries but also interactive fiction, interactive 
music, educational tools, and online worlds. 
Isn't it problematic to look at a handful of 
games and write off an entire medium as 
being without expressive merit? Not all books 
are deeply meaningful but print is judged 
based on its highest accomplishments, not its most banal. 

The anti-video game activist, David Grossman consistently 
compares games to packs of cigarettes, and Limbaugh's deci- 
sion backs his argument that games are essentially commodi- 
ties. This current round of legislation defines media violence 
as obscenity. Right now, the focus is on protecting minors, but 
if the history of obscenity law is any indication, the prosecu- 
tors won't stop there. Limbaugh lowered the bar, freeing pros- 
ecutors to pursue any game which offends them. The good 
news is that most lawyers believe that Limbaugh’s ruling will 
be overturned. All we can do now is wait and hope. 

In the meantime, anything you play can and will be used 
against you in a court of law. 

Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire run the Games to Teach 
Project at MIT. Jenkins is the Director of the Comparative 
Media Studies Program; Squire is finishing his doctoral degree 
in Education from Indiana University. You can find more infor- 
mation on the program at cms.mit.edu/games/education 


Stripped! 


Addiction to minimalist gaming 


BY CINDY YANS 


Last November, a representative from GameHouse 
(www.gamehouse.com) sent a somewhat personalized press 
release announcing its new game, Super Collapse II. \t 
somehow stayed at the bottom of my when-|-have-a- 
moment FIFO queue, which, no matter how hard | beat it, 
will not convert to LIFO. (Anything below the halfway point 
in the FIFO queue might just as well be in the circular file.) 
Anyway, she wrote again in December, and in January, 

the game went gold. 

She wrote throughout January—perhaps 
even called—and it was something | really 
meant to get to, but didn’t. In February, she 
wrote again, ever vigilant, and finally, 
overtaken by guilt, | downloaded the 
game. The complicated instructions go 
something like this: “Click groups of three 
or more like-colored blocks to clear them 
from the board.” Sounds like about a million 
other “post-Tetris” puzzle games, and...well, 
it is. Yet since then I’ve jumped into a session 
almost every evening, Somewhere in between real 
life and EverQuest (yes, still, Worrowind: Tribunal (yes, still), 
Master of Orion ///, and a variety of other titles. It hits hard like 
PopCap’'s Bejeweled (which | still find myself playing from 
time to time) and is just about as mesmerizing. 

Wondering how GameHouse managed to retain such a 
persistent PR person, | visited its website. It turns out that 
every GameHouse title is Super. There are a dozen or more 
Super titles, including Super Glinx (Link similar shapes in 
rows and columns of two or more. Clear all the shapes before 
time runs out!”), Super Candy Cruncher (“Only a master 
Cruncher can eat candy while avoiding the Dreaded Black 
Jellybeans!”), Super Bounce Out (“Do jumping jacks in your 
tube top! Show too much cleavage and you lose precious sec- 
onds!” OK, not really, it’s actually “Line up similar balls in rows 
of three or more. Clear as many balls as you can!"), and at 
least seven other Super titles. 

Reviews of games like this usually skew one of two ways. 

Game industry journalist: “Simple. Looks awful. Surprisingly 
addictive, though. Try it.” 

Grandmother from Nebraska: “Most fabulous game ever! 
Super duper! The whole family can play!” 

While, we don't generally review titles like this one, we do, 
as you may have observed, reserve a bit of space to mention 


read te nowhere 


these little gems when we discover them. It’s just that there 
are so many of them—freeware, shareware, and retail—that it 
becomes impossible to include them in any significant way. 
Many are exceptionally entertaining, and many casual gaming 
sites are hoping to cash in by offering downloadable trial 
products that you eventually need to “buy now’ to receive the 
full version. The tough part about trials and demos is finding 
that delicate balance between offering too much gameplay 
(no need to purchase the game) or too little (not enough to 
hook the player). But the proliferation of these simple, 
stripped down games indicates that someone must be doing 
something right. 

Quite some time ago in this column | took a look at what | 
called “the really little guys,” speculating about why small devel- 

opment companies exist, and why they make these little 


“The proliferation of these 
simple, stripped down games 


indicates that someone must 
be doing something right.” 


games. After having been hopelessly hooked on 

several, maybe it’s time to look at why we play them. 
A number of reasons spring to mind. They are generally 
less expensive but not necessarily less filling; they are easy to 
jump into and out of; losing a save game is not an life or death 
situation; there are no huge tech trees or booklets of hot-key 
shortcuts; they're cute and colorful; and most of them don’t hurt 
your brain after a stressful day at the factory. Sometimes, when 
you need to de-stress, it’s just too hard to be bombarded by the 
elaborate machinations of a game that requires just too much 
multitasking. 

While the large companies with multi-million dollar budgets 
are steeped in marketing decisions, mergers and acquisitions, 
decision by committee, pushing the technical envelope, office 
politics, product placement, and letting focus groups tell them 
what's fun, perhaps they're losing something along the way. 
They go through all of this because, well, they have a whole 
lot to lose with every release. These smaller concerns seem to 
know that fun is not necessarily in all the trappings. Fun can 
be, and often is, downright minimalist. 
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Inside the sausage secioss 


In Conclusion... 


Wear sunscreen, call your mother, etc. 
BY PHIL STEINMEYER 


As a young fan of Avalon Hill strategy board games, | relished 
reading the multi-page designer's notes section at the back 
almost as much as playing the game itself. In the early days of 
PC games, many pulpwood trees gave their lives so that game 
designers could pontificate at the back of 180 page manuals. 
My interest in developing computer games was fostered in part 
by the detailed designer and historical notes in the 
hefty manual for Sid Meier’s original Rai/road Tycoon. 
Years later, as we were finishing up our big game, 
Railroad Tycoon Il, | enjoyed reading the designer 
diaries in PC Games magazine (note - ends in “s” not 
“r”) of a new startup called Lionhead, making an inno- 
vative game where you ruled an island called Black & 
White, which was due out a bit after Railroad Tycoon I1. 


“« .after three and a half years of | 
writing this column, 
it’s time for me to put 
down the pen...” 


So when PC Games folded shortly thereafter and the 
designer diaries disappeared, | approached Steve Bauman of 
Computer Games Magazine (nee Computer Games Strategy 
Plus, nee Strategy Plus), offering to write, well... this column. 
And so, | wrote about our development work on an innovative 
game where you rule an island, called 7ropico. It was released 
in 2001, competing with Black & White, which had slipped it’s 
release date nearly two years and ended up coming out just 
before /ropico, much to my chagrin. 

Now, after three and a half years of writing this column, 
it's time for me to put down the pen in order to devote myself 
more fully to finishing 7ropico 2: Pirate Cove and Railroad 
Tycoon 3, and to get future projects ramped up. This is my 
last column. Thanks for reading along the way. Perhaps the 
next developer to do an “insider” column can write about 
something other than island-ruling games. 

But first, a few parting remarks. 

For game players: Don't worry, PC gaming won't go away. 
Consoles may steal away certain genres (sports, racing), but 
the PCs ability to innovate in surprising ways (Diablo, 
RollerCoaster Tycoon, Battlefield 1942) will keep it as a strong 
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gaming platform. Five years from now, there will be as many 
or more big PC games as there are today. 

Buy yourself a new PC, but don’t spend much money. A 
basic PC that costs as little as $400 is fine; add a decent 
GeForce 4 4200 or ATI Radeon 9500 video card for $150, and 
perhaps $50 worth of add-in memory, and you have a great 
gaming PC that can play anything out there and performs 
within 20% of a machine costing 3 times as much. 

Try your hand at making a map (for a strategy game) or a 
skin (for an action game). Most decent strategy and action 
games provide the tools and 
instructions, and a first stab 
takes only an hour or two. 
They're fun to make, and 
you'll gain a deeper appreci- 
ation of your favorite hobby. 

Bone up on the modern 
Classics. Find these in the 
jewel-case section or on 
Amazon: both Fal//out games, 
Diablo I1, Panzer General I!, 
either of the last two 
Civilization games, and Total 
Annihilation. 

For game developers: 
Innovate. A novel game with 
an appealing premise will sell well, even if the visuals aren't stel- 
lar (Zoo Tycoon, The Sims), whereas pretty me-too games (Gore, 
Warrior Kings, O.R.B.) don’t even register in the public’s eye. 

Support older hardware! It’s not hard to do. Use lower level 
of detail models. You can still optimize for and look great on 
the jazzy new stuff—it’s possible to do both. But there’s no 
excuse for a new game demanding a less than six-month-old 
system and video card to run smoothly. 

Even if your publisher won't pay for a big printed manual, 
you can and should include a good, beefy on-line manual, a 
solid tutorial, and hover-help for all interface items so that the 
player can figure out what to do. 

For everyone: Commodore 64s are waaaay better than 
Atari 800s. Dogs are better than cats. “Tastes great,” not 
“Less filling.” Your mileage may vary. 
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Unreal Expectations 


Multiplayer matters, but not as much as innovation 


BY BRETT TODD 


Legend Entertainment stirred up controversy last year when 
the company announced that it wouldn't be including multi- 
player options in Unreal /I: The Awakening. The Virginia-based 
developer explained that it was dropping that feature to con- 
centrate on the story-driven campaign, although it didn’t take 
a conspiracist to posit that the real reason had more to do with 
the existence of Unreal Tournament 2003. After all, one can be 
certain that Infogrames, which publishes both games under its 
resurrected Atari label, didn’t want to compete with itself. 
There’s enough competition for PC game dollar without con- 
fusing people with a pair of similar, brand new Unrea/ games. 
But when you make a decision like that, you’ve got 
to live with the consequences. And one of those con- 
sequences is negative buzz in the mod community. For 


“You've got to capture the gamer’s 
_Imagination before he’s going to 
devote his spare time to 


whipping up weapons, maps, 
and Mary Tyler Moore skins.” 


as much as modding is embracing single-player con- 

tent more and more, multiplayer remains its bread, 

butter, and jam. If you don’t include multiplayer sup- 

port, the mod community isn’t going to be too interest- 

ed in your product. That seems to be the case with Unreal //, 
which created few ripples in the still waters of the February 
PC game market when it shipped with nine hours worth of 
solo missions, an editor, and nothing else. It made something 
of a splash on impact, but soon sank out of sight. Recovery 
isn't out of the question—I’m writing this just a few weeks 
after the release date, so | could be jumping the gun— 
although it seems unlikely because people aren't talking 
about the game. Aside from complaints about length, driver- 
related bugs, and clunky performance, people aren't dis- 
cussing it at all. 

Such a high-profile failure of the only shooter in recent 
memory to ship without multiplayer begs the question of 
whether or not such games can be successful without sidling 
up to online shootists. There will certainly be a few industry 
people to take this as a lesson well learned. But I’m not so 
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sure that this is accurate. For while it’s a given that multiplay- 
er will make a game more attractive to modders, it isn’t as 
simple as just providing the option. You've got to capture the 
gamer's imagination before he’s going to devote his spare 
time to whipping up weapons, maps, and Mary Tyler Moore 
skins. That can be done in a variety of ways, and | don’t think 
that it necessarily has to involve ever-goofier variations on 
capture the flag. You can even do it with a strictly single- 
player title, but it has to give gamers more to sink their teeth 
into than the usual fire-guns-and-jump-around stuff. 

Something more was not forthcoming in Unreal //. 
Although it boasted enough eye candy to turn you into a dia- 
betic and featured a few white-knuckle firefights, it never 
exceeded expectations. You 
got a straightforward shoot- 
er that wasn’t even as 
groundbreaking as its 1998 
predecessor. If you're going 
to take any lesson away 
from what happened here, 
it's that you can't expect 
modders to get behind the 
mediocre. Why would any- 
one want to design add-ons 
for an uninspiring new 
shooter when you've already 
got its equivalent in older 
games with bigger installed 
bases like Quake ///, Unreal 
Tournament, and Half-Life? 
This isn’t the case when gameplay goes beyond the mun- 
dane, however. You only need to look back to Looking Glass’ 
Thief series for proof of this. While both Thief: The Dark 
Project and its Thief //: The Metal Age sequel were strictly 
solo, their ingenious style of play and ominous atmosphere 
captivated so many people that mods are still being made. 

| just hope that developers realize this and aren't so quick to 
draw the conclusion that no multiplayer support equals no 
mod support. We need more developers willing to take risks, to 
try and build a presence in the mod community by doing more 
than just tossing in some perfunctory multiplayer features. Of 
course, courage only goes so far. Legend and Infogrames 
deserve some credit for their decision to stand behind a sin- 
gle-player-only product, but we need both guts and good 
gaming for this sort of thing to lead us somewhere new. 


Master of Orion Ill 
Infogrames 


In Master of Orion 3, the sequel to one of 
the best-loved strategy games of all time, 
you assume the biggest role ever. No 
longer do you represent mere interplane- 
tary dictators; in Master of Orion 3, you 
become the controlling force behind an 
entire galactic civilization. It is not enough 
to be an able economist or a great captain 
to succeed; political, administrative, and 
espionage skills must be applied to craft 
your civilization's glorious chapter in the 
annals of time and space and claim the 
rightful title of "Master of Orion”. 
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Unreal Il: The Awakening 
Infogrames 


Battle Field 1942: 
Road to Rome 


IL-2: Forgotten Battles 
Ubi Soft 


A variety of new features are included, 
such as 20 new single-player missions, 10 
new multiplayer missions, 25 new flyable 
aircraft, and a new dynamic campaign sys- 
tem. IL-2: Forgotten Battles faithfully recre- 
ates ultra-realistic, WWII aerial combat. 
The new aircraft included are some of the 
most famous planes of the war, such as 
the German Ju-87 "Stuka", the American 
P-47 "Thunderbolt", and the Russian La-7. 
Six new maps are included for single and 
multiplayer, with regions ranging from 
Helsinki to Leningrad, and Hungary to 
Poland, as well as custom maps designed 
for multiplay. IL-2: Forgotten Battles was 
developed by the award-winning creators 
of the original IL-2 Sturmovik. It's the 
sequel that armchair pilots have been 
waiting for. 


Star Wars Galaxies 
Lucast Arts 


Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell 
Ubi Soft 

Infiltrate terrorists’ positions, acquire criti- 
cal intelligence by any means necessary, 
execute with extreme prejudice, and exit 
without a trace! You are Sam Fisher, a 
highly trained secret operative of the 
NSA's secret arm: Third Echelon. The 
world balance is in your hands, as cyber 
terrorism and international tensions are 
about to explode into WWIII. 


COMMAND CONQUER 


Command & Conquer 
Tes 
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A New 
Benchmark 


is Born 


Controversial new 3DMark 2003 ushers in 


advanced video testing 
BY JASON CROSS 


If you're a gamer, chances are you're already familiar with 
3DMark. \'ve used the 2001 version of this popular video 
benchmarking tool for over a year now. There’s been some 
controversy over the Futuremark (previously MadOnion.com) 
product, so maybe it’s time to review benchmarking in general. 
At its heart, 3DMark is a synthetic benchmark. This means 
that it's not an application that you would do anything else 
with but test the performance of something, in this case the 


“« Buying decisions should be based on 
the text of the review, which is sup- 
ported in part by all the benchmarks 


as a Whole .”? 


kind of graphics load that high-end games will 
demand over the next few years. It is not an actual 
game and does not use a current game engine, so it 
won't necessarily tell you how any individual game 
would perform. It’s important to remember that all games are 
different, and no benchmark can tell you how well your hard- 
ware will run every title on the market. 

The 2003 version runs four game tests meant to simulate 
different types of games and then spits out an overall score in 
“3D Marks,” which is derived from weighted sums of the frame 
rates. (Why they don’t actually use a weighted average, and 
thus produce a score that resembles something a gamer will 
understand, I'll never know.) The first test is meant to be pret- 
ty easy on modern hardware-—it’s a high-altitude WWII dog- 
fight with some cool smoke and fire effects—and contributes 
only a small percentage to the overall 3DMark score. The next 
two, depicting a space-corridor shooter and what could be a 
scene from a 3D role-playing game, essentially run the same 
graphics algorithms. We're talking some real eye candy here, 
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since they're made for DirectX 8 pixel and vertex shaders and 
feature artwork so demanding that only the very best cards 
can get a decent frame rate. The fourth scene is the coup de 
grace, a virtual remix of the previous Nature scene, this time 
utilizing DirectX 9’s new pixel and vertex shaders to produce 
truly amazing water and independently moving leaves and 
blades of grass. It won't run at all without hardware support 
for DX9 shaders, and even the $400 cards of today don’t run 
it particularly well. 

There are plenty of other tests, but none contribute to the 
overall 3DMark score. Instead, they're used to test the individ- 
ual aspects of video cards like fill rate, vertex processing 
speed, and so on. The sound performance tests are very inter- 
esting indeed. It runs a WWII flight combat scene first with no 
sound, then with 24 active ones, then with 60, recording the 
frame rate for each. It’s a good indication of the load that 3D 
sound acceleration places on overall game performance. 

About a day after this new benchmark hit the web, the 
flames started flying. NVIDIA doesn't like it. It contends that 
the first benchmark is not very forward looking, and that the 
second and third tests use an algorithm that does not effi- 
ciently cache the characters after they've been “skinned,” 
greatly increasing the amount of vertex processing that must 
be done. Only two of the nine shaders in the final game test 
are DX9, the other seven are DX8 shaders. Ultimately, NVIDIA 
feels that paying attention to 3DMark 2003 and optimizing 
drivers for it does not benefit real game performance. 

Futuremark and ATI disagree. They feel that the benchmark 
is a valid synthetic test that fairly compares hardware, and is 
targeted at the latest 
and upcoming DirectX 
9 cards. There are spe- 
cific rebuttals to each 
of NVIDIA's complaints, 
but this isn’t a point- 
counterpoint. | feel 
NVIDIA's complaints 
might be true, but the 
benchmark is still valid. 
A benchmark, synthetic 
or not, only tells you 
how well your rig will run that benchmark. Nobody should 
ever get all excited over a single benchmark score, nor base 
their buying decisions on it. The charts in our video card 
reviews are provided to supplement the text, not the other 
way around. 

At least for the time being, | will use 3DMark 2003. It’s a 
useful additional synthetic benchmark, and like all such tests 
should be considered secondary to testing performance with 
actual games. Buying decisions should be based on the text 
of the review, which is supported in part by all the bench- 
marks as a whole (as well as by value and stability). Only time 
will tell, but we believe that ultimately the cards that do best 
in the latest 3DMark over the next year will also do best in 
the latest games. 

You can download 3DMark 2003 from www.futuremark.com 
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EverQuerst 
Sony 


Tomb Raider: 
Angel of Darkness 
Eidos 


Dynasty Warriors 3: 
Xtreme Legends 
Koel 


Panzer Dragoon 


Sega Colin McRae Rally 3 


Codemasters 


Dead or Alive Xtreme 
Beach Volleyball 
Tecom 


Indiana Jones & 
Emperor's Tomb 
Lucas Arts 


Star Wars Knights of 
the Old Republic 
Lucas Arts 


Resident Evil 2 
Capcom 


Grand Theft Auto 3 
Rock Star Games 


Skies of Arcadia 
Sega 


Crash Bandicoot: Entranced 
Nintendo 

Ray Man 3 
Ubi Soft 
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“CD key already in use”..by the guy sitting 
right next to you 


BY TOM CHICK 


“Okay, | need you to run this in that magazine dealie that 
you write.” 

Trevor hands me a piece of paper. It’s a list of games with 
RavenShield at the top. 

“What's this?” | ask. 

“Hall of Shame. Read it.” 

Command & Conquer Generals and Yuri’s Revenge, 
Neverwinter Nights, Global Operations, Kohan, Gore. 


““Fach player needs his own CD key, 
they force you to buy more copies.” 


“Gore?” 

“That's a game.” 
“It is?” 

“Yep. A first-person shooter. I’m surprised you didn’t know 

that.” He's eating peanut M&Ms. He pops one into his mouth. 

“And why are these in the Hall of Shame?” 

“You don’t know?” He’s picking out the red ones to eat 
them first. 

What could be bugging Trevor this time? Last month he 
thought | should run a Hall of Shame for games that tried to 
default install to a subdirectory with the publisher's name. The 
month before that, it was games that asked if you were sure 
when you tried to quit. “Am | sure | want to quit?” he would 
ask out loud. “Let me think...gosh, maybe | shouldn't...” Then 
he would quickly click on the yes button. “Psyche!” 

| take a wild guess. “They play music during the install?” 

“How petty do you think | am?” 

“They play bad music during the install?” 

“No, although that is a good one. These games are in the 
Hall of Shame because they don’t work on LANs.” 

| look at the list again. | tell him I’m pretty sure he’s wrong. 

“Each player needs his own CD key,” Trevor explains. “They 
force you to buy more copies.’ 

“Well, they don’t force you.” 

“No, but they do. We can’t play RavenShie/d at your house 


unless each of us buys the game. You should be able to play 
on a LAN with just one copy, right?” 

“It depends on the EULA” 

“The what?” 

“End User Licensing Agreement. That think you’re sup- 
posed to agree to it when you install a game, or open the box 
or the shrink wrap.” 

“| thought that was the warranty.” 

“Nope. It’s all these rules you have to obey. | think it’s stuff 
like not making extra copies, not using cheat codes to skip 
hard levels, not turning the music off, not saying anything bad 
about the game, stuff like that.” 

“That's not in there.” 

“For all | Know it is. Do you read them? | don’t. There’s 
probably all sorts of hardcore legal stuff about how if you 
have a LAN, you have to buy extra copies to play. They could, 
theoretically, insist that you play in your underwear.” 

“But | already do that. Here, do you want these?” He gives 
me a handful of partially melted M&Ms. The brown ones. 

“There are very specific rules you have to follow,” | tell him. 
“It’s their world. We just play in it.” | 
give him back the brown M&Ms. 

“| can't eat the brown ones, they 
give me a headache. Look, this is a 
serious problem. Global 
Operations? It’s dead. It’s the Pluto 
Nash of online first person shoot- 
ers. Kohan? Everyone's playing 
WarCraft instead. Gore? It never 
stood a chance. | mean, if these 
games would let people play on a LAN, maybe they'd have 
more fans. And Neverwinter Nights? That one’s all about the 
multiplayer.” 

“BioWare is very specific about this. One copy per computer.” 

“No, no, it’s one copy per household. | know I’ve seen that 
somewhere.” 

“You're thinking of the Publishers Clearinghouse 
Sweepstakes.” 

“But this is D&D. That's like saying every player has to buy 
his own Monster Manual” 

“That used to be one of your rules.” Trevor was our dun- 
geonmaster when we were in junior high. 

“This is different. It’s getting out of hand. It’s fascism. We 
should start a petition.” 

“We could just play something else.” 

“Yeah, we probably should. So what can we play instead of 
Neverwinter Nights? Do you need multiple CD keys for 
Morrowind 

“No, because it doesn’t have multiplayer.” 

“Ah. Well, that’s one way around the whole thing. Wait a 
minute? Morrowind doesn't have multiplayer?” | can see the 
wheels turning in his head and | already know what's going to 
be on the list he’ll want me to run next month. 
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ee 


ft, including the American «856s Newspecialeffects, = Ni Ww multiglayer missions for up to 32 players 
ndtheGermanStuka = =  —— includingsearchlights = | —_ for dogfights and cooperative-style play 


Violence 


©2003 Ubi Soft Entertainment. All Rights Reserved. Ubi Soff, the Ubi Soft logo, and IL 
Battles are trademarks of Ubi Soft Entertainment in the US and/or other 


Staggering & | < Vv | icc CREATIV™ 
Stunning Daa MEGAWORKS 


Y CAMBRIDGE a 


The Most Powerful PC Speaker System for Sound Blaster® Audigy” 2. 
Imagine the thunderous experience of THX® certified 6.1 surround on your PC. Creative 
MegaWorks® THX® 6.1 speakers deliver a massive 600 watts of Burst Power with an 
adrenaline pumping 150 watts subwoofer. Feel the intense force of explosive theater-like 
6.1 surround sound in 3D games from more power and more speakers. 


*For a limited time, buy MegaWorks® THX® 6.1 at the introductory 
price of $299” after mail-in rebate when purchased with any 
Sound Blaster® Audigy” 2. Restrictions apply. See web site for details. 
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